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Abstract 

This thesis examines female masculinity in the context of action-driven science fiction narratives 

in the work of Kameron Hurley (The Bel Dame Apocrypha 2011–2013) and Chris Moriarty 

(The Spin Trilogy 2004–2013). Utilizing a method of queer reading that posits the literary texts 

as a source of knowledge production in their own right, the purpose of this study is to examine 

the way female masculinity is represented in these works and what that can tell us about the 

construction of female masculinity. The thesis’ theoretical framework draws on queer 

phenomenology, cyborg theory, action film theory, and feminist science fiction criticism. The 

analysis explores how female masculinity is depicted in these texts, how it emerges as a queer, 

embodied subject position, and how these depictions interact with the generic framework of the 

texts. The study shows that female masculinity is a way of doing gender that produces the subject 

as disoriented in relation to heteronormative space and time. Furthermore, it argues that the 

generic, science fictional framework of the texts facilitates depictions of female masculinity 

beyond the tragic narratives regarding gender non-conforming usually found within biographical 

and realist texts. 
 

Keywords: female masculinity, feminist science fiction, queer science fiction, female action 

heroes, queer reading  
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1. Introduction 
In this thesis, I want to bring queer and feminist perspectives on female masculinity together with 

science fiction literature. Science fiction has since the beginning of the genre been a home to the 

deviant and strange as well as the utopian hope of a better tomorrow, concerns that are intimately 

tied together with the objective and politics of queer theory. Science fiction as a genre also 

functions as a subset of popular culture and just as in most popular culture, female masculinity 

seems to suffer from a paradoxical double bind of erasure and hypervisibility. Popular culture 

abounds with variations of the ‘tough chick’ character, the girl who can fight, shoot and punch as 

well as any man without ever looking anything but a girl or ‘losing’ her femininity – through her 

action physicality combined with naturalized femininity, she simultaneously recalls and dispels 

the stereotyped image of the masculine butch woman. The masculine woman, then, seems largely 

to be present only in her absence.  

The focus in this thesis, however, is two of the science fiction stories in which she is 

actually present: The Bel Dame Apocrypha by Kameron Hurley and The Spin Trilogy by Chris 

Moriarty. The protagonists of both trilogies, Nyxnissa so Dasheem and Catherine Li, are queer, 

masculine women of color and represent a variation of the action heroine that is not as readily 

acceptable to mainstream audiences as the typical tough chick character. This fact is exemplified 

most succinctly, perhaps, by the fact that on the UK covers of Hurley’s books, the big, tall, 

scarred and muscular Nyx who goes from twenty-eight to somewhere above forty years old over 

the course of the novels is portrayed by a conventionally attractive, small and slim teenaged girl 

on all three covers. Nyx’s masculinity and ageing seem to have been literally masked by 

conventional, eternally youthful femininity in order to be deemed palatable to SF readers. This 

marketing choice posits masculinity as a sort of sexy accessory to normative femininity and rejects 

female masculinity as something to be lived and embodied, something that shapes and marks the 

body as a legitimate subjectivity – a view, furthermore, that is at odds with the story behind the 

cover. 

 This thesis is an examination of how female masculinity is embodied within a science 

fiction narrative, and of Nyx and Moriarty’s Li as representations of female masculinity as it 

emerges as queer subjectivity. Most academic work done on cultural representations of female 

masculinity has focused on realist and autobiographical narratives, but I wish to see what shape it 

may take in a science fictional context. In Infidel, one of the novels I examine, the dedication 
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reads: “For Joanna. So long, and thanks for all the brutal women” (Hurley 2014, iv). The 

dedication to Joanna Russ (generally seen as one of the founding mothers of feminist science 

fiction), formulated as a paraphrase on Douglas Adams’ very famous SF-novel So Long, and 

Thanks For All the Fish, suggests there is undeniably a place for masculine women in science 

fiction, however circumscribed it may appear to be. The term “brutal women,” furthermore, does 

not only link this type of female character to masculinity, but also to violence and action 

narratives, and in drawing on queer and feminist phenomenology, I examine the way the female 

characters that make and take up that space construct their masculine identities and how they are 

framed by the action-driven science fictional narratives of the stories. 

 

1.1 Purpose and research questions 

The purpose of this thesis project is to consider the way Nyx and Li are situated in their particular 

worlds and narratives as masculine female subjects in order to examine how female masculinity is 

represented and constructed in these texts. In doing so, I examine how these bodies/identities are 

inhabited, and what kind of place they occupy in the Western cultural landscape as masculine, 

queer women found in action-driven science fiction narratives. 

I want to find out what these narratives have to say about the construction of female 

masculinity – how does this type of masculinity emerge in the intersection of female 

embodiment, cyborg physicality and queerness? What is the relation between female masculinity 

and the body in these narratives? How can these identities/embodiments be represented beyond 

the simplistic narrative of a rejection of womanhood and/or the body? How do these characters 

relate to the genre framework of the texts? 

 

1.2 Primary material 

The primary material of this thesis consists of Kameron Hurley’s The Bel Dame Apocrypha 

trilogy (God’s War 2011, Infidel 2014 [2012], Rapture 2013) and Chris Moriarty’s Spin Trilogy 

(Spin State 2004, Spin Control 2007, Ghost Spin 2013), two American science fiction trilogies. 

Both series are relatively unknown outside of the science fiction genre, but among SF fans they 

have been rather well-received. Hurley recently won a Hugo, one of the SF field’s most 

prestigious award, for her non-fiction, and The Bel Dame Apocrypha has been nominated for the 

Arthur C. Clarke, BSFA and Nebula Award. God’s War was put on the honor list for the 2012 

Tiptree Award, an award given to works of speculative fiction that explore and challenge our 
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concept of gender and sexuality. Moriarty’s Spin Control won the Philip K. Dick Award, and the 

trilogy has also been acknowledged for its handling of its queer themes – Spin State was a finalist 

for the Gaylactic Spectrum Award and Spin Control for the Lambda Literary Award in the LGBT 

Science Fiction/Fantasy/Horror category. 

Nyx and Li, the respective protagonists of the trilogies, are rare examples of female 

characters in action-driven science fiction that embody masculinity beyond the classic ‘tough 

chick’ character and this taken together with their cyborg physicality and queer sexualities make 

The Bel Dame Apocrypha and The Spin Trilogy apt as material for an analysis of the masculine 

female body in science fiction. Also, these two texts situate the masculinity of their protagonist in 

different ways – in the world of The Bel Dame Apocrypha, Nyx’s masculinity is less a deviation 

than a norm for the women in her country, while Li is posited as more of a queer outsider in the 

science fictional world of The Spin Trilogy which makes for an interesting point of comparison. 

Furthermore, it is important to note that the selection of the novels did not take place 

after the formulation of this research project; rather this research project in many ways began to 

evolve as I was reading them. Initially picked up for leisure reading (i.e. not for stated research 

purposes), these novels seemed to expand, challenge and reformulate my theoretical and 

embodied understanding of female masculinity in productive and interesting ways, and this thesis 

is an attempt to bring these texts together with queer and feminist insights into female 

masculinity and gendered processes of corporeality and subject formation and see what there is to 

gain from such a coupling.  

In doing so, I view the literary text as a form of knowledge in its own right and not 

simply a passive text to which to apply theory – I do not put traditional theoretical knowledge 

above the literary, but rather strive to let the literary texts and theory communicate and influence 

each other in the process of knowledge production (Melzer 2006; Bränström-Öhman 2008; 

Pearson 2008; Österholm 2012). In both queer and feminist literary criticism generally and 

within the subset of feminist science fiction criticism, this view of the literary as source of 

knowledge has emerged in recent years. Following Donna Haraway’s statement that “science 

fiction is political theory” (Haraway 1998, 120), queer and feminist SF critics view feminist 

science fiction as a medium that is not only influenced by feminist theory but also actively 

produces it (Melzer 2006; Merrick 2011), as well as does work on us as readers, critics, and 

feminists (Pearson 2008). Others have pointed out that since queer theory strives to create a 

better future, it is, in a way, inherently science-fictional (Pearson, Hollinger and Gordon 2008). 
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There can be no definitive division, then, between the feminist SF text and the theory used to 

interpret it – just as there is no clear-cut division between what I have gained from traditional 

theory or science fiction literature in my understanding of feminist, gender and queer theory. 

This does not mean that I believe that these texts can provide a definite answer to what female 

masculinity is, but rather offer a complementing view of female masculinity as a 

historical/materialist phenomenon (Gustafsson 1970, 109). In other words, my thesis is not 

about applying theories of female masculinity on the literary texts, but about understanding 

female masculinity from what emerges in the interaction between them.  

 

1.3 Method 

I approach my texts via a queer reading. A queer reading is a deconstructive reading focused on 

examining how heteronormativity and queerness are discursively constructed in cultural texts. A 

queer reading is always politically motivated and an intertextual enterprise that weaves texts, 

politics, bodies, and their cultural contexts together. Typically, queer readings have been focused 

on reading against the grain and refusing conventional reading positions; focused on ‘tracking’ 

and ‘revealing’ hidden discourses of power, a large part of queer readings have been about finding 

where the queer seeps through the cracks of presumed heteronormativity and normality 

(Karkulehto 2012, 26–27). However, while it is important to not lose sight of the political 

importance of such readings, I am not only interested in what my texts hide about queerness and 

heteronormativity, but also what they tell. 

Österholm, drawing on Eve Kosofsky Sedgewick’s concept of reparative readings, argues 

that a different method than the typical paranoid optic of queer reading is needed for texts in 

which queerness is not subtextual but rather floods the text (Österholm 2012, 91–93). Veronica 

Holliger suggests a similar method for queer readings of science fiction – she argues that in many 

ways science fiction is always potentially queer and that queer readings of science fiction thus 

need to acknowledge the possibility SF holds for re-writing our culturally held assumptions about 

sex, gender, sexuality, and gendered bodies (Hollinger 2008, 16). My reading, then, is not 

designed to bring the queerness out in the text, but rather examine the queerness that is already in 

evidence and its possible effects. 

I did this through a thematically structured close reading focused on the novels’ 

depiction of female masculinity in relation to its protagonists, queerness, and sense of 

embodiment and how this relates to and is framed by the texts’ genre and narrative mode. I 
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organized my reading by having female masculinity as my main focus, while I looked for ways in 

which it was depicted in relation to the narratives’ action and science fictional tropes as a 

secondary focal point. Because of this my reading deals with the novels’ handling of female 

masculinity as it pertains to the protagonist of each trilogy, and thus other instances of 

masculinity-making and the novels overall handling of gender, sexuality and embodiment have 

only been taken note of as it relates to that. To begin with, I approached the novels rather 

systemically – I re-read each of the novels right before I started writing and marked out any 

passages that seemed relevant to my reading and then went through the books anew, took note of 

all my markings and divided them thematically into loosely organized, and often overlapping, 

categories such as female masculinity, sexuality, action narrative, cyborg bodies, femininity in relation 

to female masculinity, male masculinity in relation to female masculinity, etcetera. This gave me an 

overview of my material and a starting point for the thematic structure of my analysis. 

In my reading of female masculinity in relation to genre and narrative form, I draw on 

structuralist ideas about how a text’s meaning can be located in the systematic and schematic 

construction of its narrative and genre form (Ornega 2006, 266, 274), with the addendum that 

while “adher[ing] to the conventions of epic world-building” to some extent makes science fiction 

into a conservative genre (Csicsery-Ronay 2008, 82), a comprehensive and rigid genre framework 

can simultaneously function as “perversely liberat[ing]” in that it “is about rules, and therefore 

about rule violations, so queerness is always one of its possible subtexts” (Balay 2012, 924). In 

other words, I have understood my material as genre texts that follow certain genre conventions, 

but that those conventions can allow for possibilities of subversion both in the breaking and 

observing of them.  

Furthermore, my reading was inspired by Yvonne Tasker who, in her reading of action 

cinema, writes about the limitations of fixing “the moment of narrative resolution” as the key “to 

decode the politics of a given text,” and instead formulates a model of reading that does not 

promote “an opposition between form and content” (Tasker 1993a, 6). This means that although 

the form is important in my reading, it is not privileged over content – in my reading of female 

masculinity in the novels, I view the texts and their plots in their entirety as important, not just 

what the narratives conclude about the position of the protagonists at the end of the stories. 
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1.4 Situating myself 

The reading process is not limited to before the start of the writing, but has very much continued 

alongside it. In the process of reading, it is important to not simply understand my material as 

texts, but also as books, the physical objects I have strewn across my desk where I write, upon 

which my reading has left marks in the shape of pencil lines, folded corners and broken spines in 

an attempt to get a handle on my material. A mostly failed enterprise; regardless of how 

systematically I mark out relevant passages, I still end up having to flip back and forth through 

the books, searching for a particular sentence or scene or just mindlessly looking to orient myself 

in my material and analysis, and discovering new things, new possible ways of reading, all along 

the way. Books and texts have their own agency that affects what comes into view, and what does 

not (Barthes 1973, Barad 2003). 

The question of the handling of the text also carries over into the writing; the 

impassioned, objectivist language of academia is not inherently neutral, but a stylistic 

construction that hides power asymmetries and the always-situated position of the researcher 

(Bränström Öhman & Livholts 2007, 120). It may also clash with one’s material and create a 

friction that is impossible to ignore but hard to reconcile with one’s academic writing, when the 

power and responsibility one has as a researcher is brought into focus (Jönsson 2007). Initially in 

my writing, I noticed how the division between high and low culture all but seemed to take 

physical shape in my words – the register of my writing clashed with the register of the action-

driven science fiction stories I examine in a way that made it seem like I automatically ironized or 

ridiculed my material. As a solution, I attempted to let the language of my texts spill over into my 

writing in order to bridge this register division.  

In doing so, the question of distance between my material and me was, naturally, 

complicated. According to James Gunn, science fiction scholarship exists largely because of SF 

fans that are also academics and “remains motivated […] by a love for the field” (Gunn 2003). 

Merrick, too, emphasizes this position in regard to feminist SF criticism: “Science fiction may be 

a place where feminists go to dream of utopia or plot revolution, but it is also a source of pleasure 

– of individual reading pleasure, of emotional connection with like-minded folk – and at times a 

place to make life-long friends and allies” (Merrick 2011, 13 [emphasis in original]). In other 

words, inhabiting the position of the feminist SF fan is a specific way of reading and, by 

extension, analyzing, that, furthermore, happens as part of the science fiction fandom culture. As 

I will show in my section of feminist and queer research on science fiction, science fiction has 
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intrigued feminists because of its possibilities for extrapolations beyond our current cultural 

moment and its limitations. However, following Merrick, I also want to take note of the pleasure 

inherent in reading science fiction; after all, I did not find my way to science fiction through 

feminism, but rather the other way around. I don’t want to suggest that the political possibilities 

of feminist science fiction isn’t central or important, but rather that they cannot be separated 

from sheer reading pleasure – Hurley’s militaristic matriarchal society or Moriarty’s envisioning 

of a futuristic space-faring society are fascinating not only because of their political implications 

as thought-experiments, but also because they’re fun and intriguing to read about, and I bring 

both of these dimensions into my analysis of the novels. Furthermore, reading as an SF fan also 

means reading in tandem with continuous discussions about the genre or the specific work(s) one 

is reading which naturally influences both the reading process and the analysis. 

Feminist theory has a long tradition of rejecting and problematizing the traditional 

positivist position of the sciences, in which the embodied and partial presence of the researching 

subject is obscured by the illusion of the disembodied, objective researcher. Instead, feminists 

have emphasized the need to be aware of the presence and responsibility of the researcher in the 

research process and how this presence is always situated in a particular way and sees from a 

particular perspective (Haraway 1990; Harding 1993). This means that part of the research 

process is about incorporating an awareness of and continuously evaluating how my own situated 

perspective will influence and shape the analysis; how my position as a white, Swedish master 

student in gender studies identifying as a masculine woman working with a material in my 

second language works to make visible certain things and obscure others in my material and 

research process. “[L]ocation is about vulnerability; location resists the politics of closure,” 

Haraway writes (Haraway 1990, 196). Following this, my analysis is the result of my reading 

position and my choice of theoretical alignment that engages with my material in a particular 

way, and not an exhaustive, objective account of what this material has to tell. What I present in 

this thesis, then, is a situated perspective on my material that recognizes reading as an always 

embodied process that happens from a situated somewhere. 

 

1.5 Theoretical perspectives and central terms 

Sex and gender 

My analysis emerges from a non-essential view of sex and gender as socially constructed categories 

that mobilize and organize bodies and identities in a hierarchical and binary structure; what 
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Judith Butler has termed the heterosexual matrix, in which bodies that have been labeled as male 

are supposed to perform masculinity and desire bodies that have been labeled as female and 

expected to perform femininity and vice versa in order to be legible and legitimate as subjects 

(Butler 1990). What I take from Butler is the understanding that “‘[s]ex’ is, thus, not simply what 

one has, or a static description of what one is: it will be one of the norms by which the ‘one’ 

becomes viable at all, that which qualifies a body for life within the domain of cultural 

intelligibility” (Butler 1993, 2). This is not a denial of the materiality of the gendered body, but 

rather means that there is no understanding of the material body or embodiment that is not 

culturally constructed and regulated inside the heterosexual matrix. Furthermore, gender cannot 

be understood as a standalone category, but always comes into being within an intersectional and 

mutually constituting relationship to other categories such as sexuality, race, and class, which 

construct identities along multiple axes of power asymmetry (Crenshaw 1991; Staunæs 2003). 

 

The gendered body: cyborgian and phenomenological perspectives 

Like Tora Holmberg and Fredrik Palm, I see this “radical constructivism” of Butler’s as my 

foundational understanding of how the gendered body and gendered subjectivity comes into 

being (Holmberg & Palm 2009, 191). I also agree that complementing tools of analysis are 

needed to theorize the body in a way that incorporate the materiality of the biological body 

without reverting to biological essentialism (ibid., 188). In order to read how the masculine 

female body is lived within Hurley and Moriarty’s science fictional and posthuman worlds where 

bodies are constituted by gender, sexuality, class and race as well as explicitly constructed by 

technological intervention, I turn to feminist and queer formulations of posthumanism and 

phenomenology. 

 Drawing on Donna Haraway’s cyborg myth and concept of technoculture (Haraway 

1990, 1997, 1998) I understand a posthumanist view of the body to be an attempt to destabilize 

the human subject/body as a self-contained, sovereign entity for a view of the body as constituted 

within a network of relations between human and non-human agents alike. Haraway’s theory 

espouses how we are all at this point already cyborgs – hybrid beings of organism and technology 

that fall beyond the simplistic binaries of male/female, nature/culture, animal/human, and 

organism/machine (Haraway 1990). For Haraway, the body is “material-semiotic,” which 

“emphasizes the absolute simultaneity of materiality and semiosis” (Haraway 1998, 137):  
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But while biology is the central organizing principle, biology is always tightly entwined 
with questions of politics and semiotic practice as well as various cross-disciplinary 
connections into literature, anthropology, and history. But the main issue is to maintain 
this very potent join between fact and fiction, between the literal and the figurative or 
tropic, between the scientific and the expressive. (ibid., 50) 

 

The body is a product of fact as well as fiction, a material entity constituted by the narrative of its 

materiality and constitution. For Haraway the cyborg is “our ontology; it gives us our politics” in 

the technoscientific empire of the 21th century through the way it simultaneously embodies both 

the technoscientific dream of mankind’s continuous progressive expansion into a better, 

transhumanist1 future and the vision of confusion of boundaries between human/machine/animal 

in which Haraway locates a utopian potential for creating a livable existence (Haraway 1990, 

150). Haraway uses the term technoculture to refer to and encompass this as simultaneously a state 

of being within the 21th century and as the narrative through which we understand our being in 

the world (Haraway 1997). Haraway’s posthumanist figurations do not only provide ways to 

analyze the various kinds of cyborg corporality found within these novels, but also exemplifies 

what may come from a merging of feminist theory and science fiction (Haraway 1990). I use the 

cyborg as a theoretical tool in my analysis, but this thesis is also an attempt to continue the 

dialogue between the different strands of feminist thought found respectively within both 

academic theory and science fiction literature. 

To read queer embodiment within my material, I merge my posthumanist perspective 

with queer phenomenology. Where the cyborg myth makes apparent how the body cannot be 

understood as a self-contained entity, but rather the product of a mutually constituting network 

of power relations between a number of human and non-human actors, queer and feminist 

phenomenology provide the tools to understand the body as situated in space. In The Second Sex, 

Simone de Beauvoir, drawing on Merleau-Ponty’s notion that it is through the body we know the 

world, argued that women’s subordination isn’t biological, but a derivative of their situation, 

their restricted bodily inhabitance of the world in relation to their constitution as the Other to 

the male norm (de Beauvoir 1949). Iris Marion Young in “Throwing Like a Girl” uses de 

Beauvoir’s phenomenological understanding of female subordination to construct a theory of 

how women relate to spatiality in a patriarchal culture. Her conclusion is that women are 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Where the posthumanist turn is about decentering and deconstructing the humanist subject for a non-
anthropocentric view of the world (Åsberg 2012), transhumanism is, according to Vint, rather built on the wish to, 
through technological intervention, perfect but not fundamentally change the human, a view, furthermore, often 
intimately tied up with the racist, classed and heterosexist construction and mobilization of bodies (Vint 2007 172–
179). 
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constructed to live their bodies as “physically inhibited”: “Typically, we lack an entire trust in our 

bodies to carry us to our aims” (Young 1998, 263, 269). There is a discrepancy between 

intentionality and action in women’s understanding of their bodies, not due to some inherent 

and essential part of female modality and embodiment, but because it is how women are 

conditioned to relate to their bodies and the space they occupy in the world in a sexist society. 

The female body, then, is constituted to relate with hesitancy to the surrounding world, which in 

turn shapes what the body is capable of (Young 1998). 

In her article on butch embodiment, Athena Nguyen, under the sub-heading 

“Throwing like a butch,” maps out a phenomenological approach to butch embodiment that 

fleshes out Young’s overview of feminine modalities. While not trying to construct a monolithic 

view of butch women, Nguyen points out that butch embodiment generally engages with the 

body and its positioning in the world in ways different than the norm, by taking up space and 

otherwise comporting their bodies in a manner seen as unfeminine (Nguyen 2008). That is not 

to say, argues Nguyen, that butch women stand outside the disciplining of female bodies Young 

outlines, but that they are affected differently (ibid., 671). Young also acknowledges that not all 

women adhere to this way of embodying the body in relation to space, but that it refers to “a 

general feminine style of body comportment and movement” (Young 1998, 264). This would 

suggest that comporting one’s body in an unfeminine manner is to take up space in a queer way, 

and for that I turn to Sara Ahmed’s concept of queer phenomenology.  

According to Ahmed, sexual orientation is a way of also being spatially and temporally 

oriented. For her phenomenology is one way to bring the importance of lived experience into 

queer theory through a model of “how bodies become oriented by how they take up time and 

space” (Ahmed 2006, 5). We are directed towards normativity through the way we are bodily 

oriented toward certain objects and away from others. These lines of orientation have been etched 

so firmly into the skin of the social that they appear to be neutral and not effects of orientation at 

all: “The fantasy of a natural orientation is an orientation device that that organizes worlds 

around the form of the heterosexual couple, as if it were from this ‘point’ that the world unfolds” 

(Ahmed 2006, 85). Bodies are seen to be naturally made to fit into this constellation, and 

through this fantasy of neutrality, lines are paved that orient and shape bodies in accordance to 

them. Through this process certain bodies are oriented as at home, while others become out of 

place; for Ahmed this sense of familiarity extends from movement in space and the way we are 

oriented along lines that direct us towards certain objects and away from others. The lines of 



	   15 

heteronormativity move us towards the reproduction of the heterosexual nuclear family and away 

from queer alternatives. For Ahmed, then, the body is not only the site our experience of the 

world is always mediated through, but also the way through which we become oriented towards 

certain kinds of lifelines, while we are oriented away from alternatives through the way they are 

constructed as not worth living. Certain orientations and positionings are more readily accessible 

and, above all, more easily lived than others. “A queer life,” according to Ahmed, might be the 

kind of life that fails to uphold the line of heterosexual reproduction and the temporality of the 

nuclear family and thus understood as a failure, but it is also one that paves alternate lines 

(Ahmed 2006, 20– 21). These heterosexual lines are, in other words, performative – they are 

constituted as natural through a continuous reproduction of them. Ahmed’s concept of queer 

phenomenology is focused on sexuality, but I want to extend that to include gender identity in 

order to understand female masculinity as something with a specific orientation in space. 

 

Female masculinity 

The concept of female masculinity is a central term for my analysis. The term itself is derived 

from Jack Halberstam’s book with the same title (Halberstam 1998a), in which Halberstam 

wants to begin a discussion of female masculinity in relation to queer theory and masculinity 

studies. While Female Masculinity largely deals with female masculinity as it connects to 

lesbianism and queerness, the term also opens up for the inclusion of other kinds of female 

masculinities as well – the baseline of female masculinity, in Halberstam’s view, is that it is 

masculinity embodied by a non-male subject (Halberstam 1998a). Put in terms of the 

heterosexual matrix, female masculinity covers those female-bodied subjects whose gender 

presentation is masculine rather than feminine and whose desire often diverges from 

heterosexuality. 

The most visible cultural figure of female masculinity is the (in)famous butch, who 

emerged in the 1950’s bar scene in America as the descendant of the mannish woman and the 

female invert of the late 19th and early 20th centuries (Halberstam 1998a; Newton 1984). 

However, what exactly constitutes female masculinity and makes it recognizable as such changes 

depending on cultural context, but what these female subjects could be said to have in common is 

that “they are on the outskirts of their own gender lands” (Dubowsky Ma’ayan 2003, 126). In 

other words, I work from an understanding of female masculinity as a queer subject position that 

can be difficult to inhabit in a society that insists on (heteronormative) femininity as compulsory 
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for women (Inness & Loyd 1995). Reading these perspectives on female masculinity through 

Ahmed would mean that women are not just oriented towards heterosexuality, but also normative 

femininity. A masculine woman is one who has moved “off line” and is oriented away from 

heteronormativity through the way her body is at home in masculinity, rather than femininity. 

Employing this perspective, I also position my thesis project against the understanding of 

masculine women as equivalent with men and automatically aligned with patriarchy and 

patriarchal power that emerged in feminist and lesbian circles in the 1960-70s (Cordova 1992). 

I view female masculinity as an identification label, but also a continuum or an umbrella 

term that covers a range of queer and/or alternate masculinities. However, I have no interest in 

the ineffectual enterprise of drawing definite boundaries or pinpointing female masculinity as one 

specific thing. Rather, it is important to remember that the category of female masculinity is no 

less unstable or complex than any other gender category – while my thesis focuses on female-

bodied, self-identified women who do masculinity, the term female masculinity covers a big range 

of differing subject positionings and borders to and intersects with the categories of transmen, 

genderqueer and –fluid people, drag kings, and androgyny in general (Halberstam 1998a; Noble 

2004; Hanson 2010). Female masculinity is also an intersectional identity that always interacts 

with other categories such as sexuality, race, class, ability/disability, and so forth, which is highly 

relevant to my material since Nyx and Li are both queer and racialized, even if that is not the 

main focus on my analysis (Halberstam 1998a; Noble 2004). And while I am using it as an 

umbrella term here, not all non-gender-conforming women are comfortable with it or use it 

(Kuru-Utumpala 2013). The term has also been criticized for reinscribing gender-nonconformity 

into a binary register and ignoring how most identities are made up of a wealth of both feminine 

and masculine characteristics, rather than pigeonholed into one or the other (Paechter 2006). I 

use it because it covers both female masculinity as a gender identity in its many forms and 

acknowledge that there are women who actively identify as masculine, while it also functions as a 

tool of analysis that makes visible what effects the performance of masculinity by a female subject 

can have. I employ it also because it is less bound to a particular way of doing female masculinity 

than for example the term butch, and thus affords more maneuverability, and since such a term 

would technically be anachronistic for my material, as neither Hurley nor Moriarty’s science 

fictional worlds hold that concept.  
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Hegemonic masculinity 

In understanding masculinity in general and how female masculinity relates to male masculinity, 

I turn to Raewyn Connell’s model of hegemonic masculinity (Connell 2005). The model of 

hegemonic masculinity allows for an understanding of masculinity as situational, pluralistic and 

relational, and a way of understanding the relation between masculinity in power as complex and 

entwined with other variables than gender, such as sexuality, race, and class. For Connell, 

hegemonic masculinity is defined “as the configuration of gender practice which embodies the 

currently accepted answer to the problem of the legitimacy of patriarchy which guarantees (or is 

taken to guarantee) the dominant position of men and the subordination of women” (ibid., 77). 

Hegemonic masculinity is not something any man has, but rather an ideal of masculinity and 

structuring of gender relations that legitimizes male dominance and in which all men are 

complicit. Connell’s model also includes subordinate masculinity to understand the hierarchal 

structuring of masculinity among men, where queer and racialized masculinity become the 

feminized other to straight, white masculinity.  

Although Connell’s model was built on an understanding of masculinity as the sole 

property of male bodies and did not acknowledge female masculinity until later (Connell & 

Messerschmidt 2005), it provides a fruitful way to engage with masculinity as relational and 

place-bound. For my analysis, the concept of hegemonic masculinity allows for a way of 

understanding how female masculinity interacts in relation to male masculinities; I view female 

masculinity as another example of subordinate masculinity whose position in the hierarchy of 

masculinity is further complicated by the fact that it is not only an inadequate kind of 

masculinity but also masculinity performed by a body that should have no access to it at all 

(Halberstam 1998a, 2004). Connell’s model makes it possible to understand masculinity as 

always bound up with power even as it resists collapsing power differentials among masculine 

and/or male subjects. 

 

1.6 Previous research 

Female masculinity 

Despite being published in 1998 and attempting to position itself as the beginning of a 

theoretical discussion of female masculinity, Halberstam’s Female Masculinity still remains a 

pivotal text in a rather small field. However, other scholars within various disciplines have taken 

up Halberstam’s call for a continued discussion of female masculinity. Research on butch lesbian 
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masculinity and how it factors into the butch/femme dyad shows that butch/femme is a complex 

way of doing lesbian gender and sexuality with its own specificity and subcultural history (Nestle 

1992; Davis & Lapovsky Kennedy 1993; Munt 1998; Crawley 2001; Gibson & Meem 2002). In 

much of the scholarship female masculinity is seen as a direct result of lesbian sexuality; however, 

as ethnographic inquiries into female masculinity among butch lesbians show, gender identity for 

many lesbian-identified butches is seen as just as central in their identity-making as their 

sexuality. Butch is a way of doing gender, not just sexuality (Inness & Loyd 1995; Levitt & 

Horne 2002; Crawley 2002; Jalas 2005; Hiestand & Levitt 2005). 

Other scholars have argued that while one cannot dismiss how butch/femme dynamics 

have shaped lesbian and queer female sexuality, it is also important to understand butch and 

femme as separate identities in themselves to make visible that not all butches desire femmes and 

vice versa and that butch and femme identities emerge not only in relation to each other but in 

among themselves and other categories of gender (Rubin 1992; Halberstam 1998b; Noble 2004; 

Dahl 2009). Without dismissing how butch/femme dynamics factor into the history of female 

masculinity as a gender category, my thesis is a part of this de-coupling of female masculinity 

from the butch/femme dyad. That means that I in my analysis will look at female masculinity as a 

gender category and the way it is lived and embodied first and foremost, and as a facet of queer 

sexuality second. This does not mean that I see these dimensions as separable, because they are 

not, but it does mean that sexuality has not been a privileged viewpoint in my reading. 

Much of this scholarship on female masculinity is (auto)ethnographic, but there is also 

research done on cultural representations of female masculinity in literature as well as other 

cultural texts. Jean Bobby Noble’s Masculinities Without Men? is a study of several key butch 

and/or FTM transgender narratives that questions Halberstam’s view of female masculinity as 

masculinity without men by discussing how texts such as The Well of Loneliness, Boys Don’t Cry 

and Stone Butch Blues “cultivat[e] the space between men and butches – male masculinity and 

female masculinity – as important spaces” (Noble 2004, xli). Noble also emphasizes the need for 

an intersectional approach to female masculinities – stressing the plural form of the word – and to 

avoid oversimplifying the category of non-normative masculinities and uncritically “privilege 

‘female embodied’ masculinity over other instances of masculinity” (ibid.). 

In “Gender Please, Without the Gender Police: Rethinking Pain in Archetypal 

Narratives of Butch, Transgender and FTM Masculinity,” Madelyn Detloff, studying the same 

texts as Noble, looks at how pain, suffering and tragedy remains the most prominent markers of 
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butch, transgender and FTM narratives in our cultural landscape. In her article, Detloff 

historicizes the highly ambivalent role female masculinity has played within the contexts of 

feminism and lesbian feminism, and argues that how these narratives ties butch embodiment so 

intimately together with tragedy denies the possibility of constructing livable realities outside of 

gender conforming.  

Michelle Ann Abate looks in Tomboys – A Literary and Cultural History at the figure of 

the tomboy in American literature and film between 1850-1990 and her shifting significance. 

Bound up with discourses of gender, sexuality and race, the tomboy has moved from being 

considered a healthy feminine ideal for the mobilization of white women into (re)producing the 

American nation, to a threatening and queer identity when it later becomes linked with 

lesbianism. Abate also demonstrates how the tomboy functions as a liminal figure that 

complicates not only the boundary of gender, but also that of race since these predominantly 

white characters are generally inscribed with markers of racialized otherness (Abate 2008).  

Beyond literature studies focusing on female masculinity as it intersects with queer 

sexuality, Ann M. Ciasullo (2001), Sue Jackson (2009), and the chapter “A Rough Guide to 

Butches on Film” in Halberstam’s Female Masculinity look at the continued erasure of (lesbian) 

female masculinities in popular culture. While they agree that it is important that the medial 

image of lesbianism evolve beyond that of the butch, the call for positive images of queer female 

sexuality has had some rather conservative effects (Halberstam 1998a). Female masculinity, or the 

butch woman, is recurrently erased from popular culture and mass medial portrayals of 

lesbianism under the guise of ‘progress’ for a construction of the lesbian woman as just the same 

as and, most importantly, just as normatively attractive as straight women (Ciasullo 2001; 

Jackson 2009). However, apart from Halberstam’s brief discussion of Aliens (1986), all of these 

inquiries into female masculinity in popular culture deal with realist and/or self-biographical 

narratives. I instead turn to genre narratives, where more diverse accounts of non-normative 

masculinity that Detloff issues a call for (Detloff 2010, 101) may be found. 

Although seldom explicitly linked to a queer-theoretical definition of female 

masculinity, the masculinized female body is highly discussed in action film criticism. According 

to Jeffrey A. Brown, the masculine action heroine is usually viewed as “a man in drag” in action 

film criticism – as a problematic and unfeminist cinematic creation with little to no progressive 

potential. Brown offers an alternative perspective: “Her performance, her narrative function, and 

her very body emphasize the artificiality of gender roles […] the […] perception of action 
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heroines as masculine is not as much as recognition of gender as performative as it is a limiting of 

legitimate, alternative female identities” (Brown 2011, 24–25). Reading the hard-muscular body 

of action heroines as cinematic spectacles in comparison to their male counterparts, Brown makes 

an important argument for how reductive it is to simply view action heroines as “men in drag,” 

but he does not go into how these bodies are lived or embodied, merely portrayed.  

Similarly, Yvonne Tasker in Spectacular Bodies: Gender, genre and the action cinema 

(1993), deploys an iconographic approach to historicize the emergence and portrayal of the 

action heroine in action film. Both Brown and Tasker provide important starting points to 

decoding the presence of the female action hero and her many possible meanings within popular 

culture as well as female bodies inhabiting or embodying masculinity, but butch and/or lesbian 

women are largely absent from their discussions. Through their focus on popular action movie 

franchises (Brown 2011, 7), the types of masculine women who are neither straight nor ‘hot’ 

enough to be deemed commercially profitable slip between the cracks, but, as I show in my 

thesis, they are to be found within other types of action narratives. 

 

Feminist and queer science fiction studies 

As Helen Merrick illustrates in her historic overview of feminism in British and American science 

fiction literature and fandom, it is impossible to separate feminist science fiction and feminist 

theory since both fields have developed in tandem with each other. While feminist science fiction 

draws on feminist theory in the construction of alternative worlds and futures, these 

extrapolations have also provided insights for feminist theory (Merrick 2011). “For feminist 

science fiction has created a privileged space – a sort of dream laboratory – where feminisms may 

try out wonderful and/or terrifying social projects,” as Hilary Rose writes (Rose 1994, 228). That 

the genre’s potential to create worlds and scenarios about “events that have not happened”2 (Delany 

1978, 11 [emphasis in original]) provides feminist writers with all but endless possibilities to 

create alternative representations of women and gender relations not bound by the limits of our 

current culture as well as rethinking questions of embodiment, knowledge and science, as well as 

a space for subversive writing strategies for women is well-documented across academic inquiries 

into feminist SF (Burr 1987; Russ 1995; Haraway 1990; Donawerth 1997; Cranny-Francis 1998; 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2 According to Delany’s definition, science fiction is the story of that which “has not happened”, as opposed the 
premises of “this happened,” “this could have happened,” and “this could not happen,” which he identifies as the 
premises of journalistic reportage, naturalistic fiction, and fantasy fiction, respectively (Delany 1970, 10–11 
[emphasis in original]). 



	   21 

Merrick 2011). Critics have also mapped out the ways through which feminist SF intertextually 

challenges and rewrites the so-called malestream narratives of science fiction (Bonnevier 2005; 

Merrick 2011). “Feminist writers used deconstructive and fabulist strategies, in which the hidden 

presuppositions of the Euro-androcentric model are exposed, while refusing to construct 

unambiguous countermyths,” Istvan Csicsery-Ronay writes (Csicsery-Ronay 2011, 107). 

Feminist science fiction, then, can be considered a deconstructivist approach to the genre which 

challenges not only the tropes of the genre, but also its uncritically positivist epistemological 

foundation (Bonnevier 2005). 

 Several scholars have brought up the possibilities and potentials that could be unlocked 

through the combining of science fiction and queer studies (Weinstone 1999; Hollinger 1999; 

Miyake 2004), but so far that specific subset of science fiction criticism has remained small. To 

date, only one full-length anthology of queer perspectives on science fiction has been published: 

Queer Universes: Sexualities and Science Fiction (2008), edited by Wendy Pearson, Veronica 

Hollinger and Joan Gordon. Positioning itself as an introduction to a dialogue between queer 

studies and science fiction, the book provides ways to approach science fiction with a queer 

perspective and vice versa. Entries on queer perspectives on science fiction also appear in The 

Cambridge Companion to Science Fiction (2003) and The Routledge Companion to Science Fiction 

(2009), both written by Pearson. Pearson argues that sexuality has been overlooked in critical 

studies of science fiction and proposes a queer-theoretical approach to understand how sexuality 

emerges as an idea within the thought-experimental nature of SF as a remedy (Pearson 2003). 

However, while I do not disagree with Pearson that both queer theory and conversations about 

sexuality in science fiction are largely absent, questions of sexuality has long been brought up and 

examined within the field of feminist science fiction studies I outlined above. Although not 

working within a queer-theoretical framework, many of these scholars did link the question of 

gender to that of sexuality, both inside and outside the heterosexual paradigm.  

In her overview of lesbianism in fantastic literature in The Lesbian Fantastic: A Critical 

Study of Science Fiction, Fantasy, Paranormal and Gothic Writings, Phyllis M. Betz adopts a similar 

perspective to that of feminist SF critics and examines what possibilities fantastic genre literature 

opens for the representations of lesbians in popular culture. Furthermore, she positions her study 

as a way to bring relatively obscure works of fantasy and science fiction written by lesbian writers 

about lesbian characters to the forefront and into academic discussions about the genre (Betz 

2011). Alexis Lothian’s dissertation Deviant Futures: Queer Temporality and the Cultural Politics of 
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Science Fiction is an attempt to add queerness to science fiction studies and SF to queer studies, 

and to showcase the need for queer inquiries into science fiction studies. Like Betz, her research 

project is developed in an effort to include overlooked text into the construction of an SF canon: 

“This project works […] as a partial shadow history of science fiction’s ways of thinking the 

future, centering on oppositional and marginal works that tend to appear as footnotes at most 

genre histories and taxonomies […]” (Lothian 2012, 2). Bringing the queer into science fiction 

studies, then, is not simply about reading SF queerly or being read queerly by SF (Pearson 2008), 

but also about bringing attention to the plethora of queer texts that tend to be written out of the 

genre. It is a way of refusing the straightening of the genre itself and its history. 

Lothian’s research is focused on the question of queer time and queer futurity, a 

perspective also examined in “‘If not this, what? Time Out of Joint and the Politics of Queer 

Utopia,” where Nishanti Shahani does a queer reading of Philip K. Dick’s Time Out of Joint in 

which the disruption of linear time queers the protagonist’s doing of gender (Shahani 2012). 

Shahani follows what Pearson writes about how a queer reading of science fiction is about 

destabilizing the familiar here and now and the way it produce gender, bodies, and sexuality 

(Shahani 2012, 86). Though not explicitly queer-theoretical, Patricia Melzer looks at the 

construction of Ellen Ripley in the Alien Quadriology as a queer cyborg body in Alien 

Constructions – Science Fiction and Feminist Thought and discusses the way the character is 

masculinized in certain ways, but her analysis does not engage with the theory of female 

masculinity. My thesis project, then, positions itself as a continuation of the attempt to bring 

queer theory in dialogue with science fiction criticism, as well as a way to further develop critical 

attention to the presence of female masculinity within the genre. 

Furthermore, I want to take note of the fact that science fiction as a genre is formed not 

only through genre formulas and intertextual dialogue with other SF works, but also by market 

forces. Science fiction is shaped by “myriad discursive agents […] many of whom may well be 

more interested in establishing, maintaining, and expanding markets for commodities and in 

promulgating ideologies than in the particular genre itself. And in an appropriately science 

fictional manner, these discursive agents are not even necessarily human” (Bould et al. 2009, xix). 

Any discussions of the feminist possibilities of science fiction literature has to keep with the 

understanding that the genre does not exist in a vacuum, but that its status as a commodity both 

facilitates and circumscribes the potentials for extrapolation and has a hand in shaping both the 

content of the genre and its readership. 
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1.7 Material synopses 

The Spin Trilogy takes place a few centuries into the future, where most of humanity live in 

space. Faster than light (FTL) space travel is facilitated by the Bose-Einstein crystals, a natural 

resource only found on Compson’s World, a far-off planet where it is mined under despicable 

conditions by the descendants of people who sold the rights to their own genetic material to 

afford to leave Earth. The world of the Spin Trilogy is one caught up in a war between the UN, 

the main organ of control in space, and the Syndicates. The Syndicates are clones, formerly 

produced by the UN in birth labs as grunt workers. The war began when the clones rebelled and 

“broke away” by laying claim to a few planets and space stations as their own and took charge of 

their own (cloned) reproduction.  

Major Catherine Li is a pre-Breakaway clone (known as a “construct”). She was born in 

a birth lab right before the war began and was, like many of her genetic identicals, adopted to 

human families in an attempt to keep her from getting killed as a war casualty. Li ended up on 

Compson’s World in a family of miners. As a construct, Li isn’t considered human and in order 

to give her the legal standing of a human and get her off the mining planet, her father, with the 

help of her mother, took his own life and staged it as a mining accident. With the life insurance 

money, Li got herself a new face, new DNA, and new papers to make her human in the eyes of 

the law, and enlisted in the UN military, making herself a soldier in the war against the 

Syndicates. As the war raged on, Li rose in the ranks and becomes a war hero, even as her 

memory began to be stripped away piece by piece by the many FTL-jumps she makes as her 

deployment takes her all over known space. 

 This is the Li we meet at the beginning of Spin State when she is sent by her superior, 

General Helen Nguyen, to Compson’s World to investigate the murder of a famous physicist, 

incidentally a construct of the same geneline as Li, who was on the planet to try and recreate an 

artificial equivalent of the Bose-Einstein crystal. Spin State ends with the destruction of the crystal 

mines and the following two novels deal with the resounding fall-out. In Ghost Spin, the crystals 

are slowly and painstakingly being replaced by travelling through “the Drift,” a natural 

phenomenon of warp time that no one really understands how it works. Nevertheless, it is used 

to travel through space with the help of shipboard AIs who are utilized as both navigators and 

weapons in the continued war between the UN and the Syndicates. The plot revolves around Ada 

Lovelace, the navigational AI of a newly built warship. However, when she is forced to kill, she 

refuses the order and her mutiny sparks the beginning of an AI revolution. Li gets drawn in when 
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her AI husband, Cohen, whom she married sometime between Spin State and Spin Control, kills 

himself and his networks are scattered all across known space and she sets out to find out why. 

The Bel Dame Apocrypha novels take place on the planet of Umayma, a harsh place 

that was settled prematurely while still only halfway reformed to be able to sustain human life. In 

order to survive in this hostile environment, all its inhabitants have been genetically reconstructed 

to fit it. The majority of the series take place in Nasheen, a country caught up in a drawn-out 

war, and which has, as a result, turned into a matriarchal state where women hold all 

governmental and societal power, men are considered second-class citizens, and gendered power 

relations are in many ways inverted. The demand for warm bodies to throw at the enemy has led 

to the compulsory drafting of all boys and men as well as to ‘natural’ pregnancies being a privilege 

of only the rich while most of the women in Nasheen are required to aid the war effort not only 

by serving a few years at the front but also by producing human cannon fodder via assisted 

reproduction resulting in multiple birth pregnancies. The only ones exempt are upper-class 

families and the bel dames, an order of elite warriors tasked with finding and beheading deserters 

and “reproductive terrorists” – people who smuggle genetic material.  

Nyx is a bel dame to begin with, but when she is discovered ferrying illegal genetic 

material for profit, she is stripped of her title and thrown in jail. The main conflict of The Bel 

Dame Apocrypha begins a few years after Nyx gets out of prison when she is recruited to stop 

visiting off-worlders from another star-system to get their hands on mutant genetic material from 

Nasheen in order to turn it into a bioweapon and, eventually, colonize their planet. Over the 

following books this leads to a series of increasingly bloody missions in order to ensure that 

Umayma stays safe from intergalactic exploitation. 

All six of the novels have a similar premise: a (human or non-human) object/agent with 

the potential to change the entirety of the posthuman, space-faring futures of The Bel Dame 

Apocrypha or the Spin Trilogy is introduced, whereupon a heroic character is dispatched by an 

institutional power to handle it in a way that maintains the status quo. A great battle for control 

of the object including a wide range of human and non-human agents ensue. Both narratives 

focus primarily on the way a single character is caught up in great intergalactical conflicts that 

they have to help solve. 
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2. Analysis 
Outline 

In the first section I look at how female masculinity is portrayed by looking at how Nyx and Li 

are depicted as masculine women. In section two, I consider how Nyx and Li are spatially and 

temporally oriented as masculine women in the story. In section three, I look at how the action 

narrative is utilized in the construction of Nyx and Li and the portrayal of female masculinity. 

Finally, in section four, I examine how the figure of the cyborg intersects with female masculinity 

and what depictions of female masculinity the science fictional framework of Hurley and 

Moriarty’s texts make possible. 

 

2.1 Doing female masculinity 

2.1.1 Introduction: Reading female masculinity 

“Nyx sold her womb somewhere between Punjai and Faleen, on the edge of the desert,” is the 

first line of the first novel in Kameron Hurley’s The Bel Dame Apocrypha trilogy (Hurley 2011, 

5). It is a provocative opening sentence – even in a time when transgender, intersex and non-

binary perspectives, identities and contributions are finally starting to be included in feminist and 

mainstream conversations, the womb is still univocally associated with being a woman. Thus, 

Nyx disposing of her womb for money could be read simultaneously as a rejection of 

womanhood, femininity, the female body, and motherhood – and, by extension, domesticity, 

care work and even empathy. It also suggests a decisive split between body and mind – the body 

is not embodied as much as inhabited, a chunk of meat-as-machine whose parts can be bought, 

sold, bartered and replaced indiscriminately. The beginning of God’s War seems to frame Nyx’s 

embodiment as a feminist-socialist nightmare: the (female) body as endlessly flexible and 

controllable, with little to no agency or value except as a tool or resource.  

 God’s War begins with Nyx dropping the womb she has used to smuggle pirated genetic 

material for some extra cash, and follows her as she seduces a boxer, Jaks, only to behead her 

brother as punishment for desertion, gets into a gunfight with her old mentor and his team, is 

hunted down by her bel dame sisters, tortured, stripped of her bel dame title, and sentenced to 

prison for smuggling illegal organic material. Prison, we learn, “was pretty shitty” (Hurley 2011, 

39), and then we immediately jump a year forward in time, to when Nyx is back out. The first 

part of of God’s War is, naturally, used to set up the plot of the novel – Nyx entanglements with 
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Jaks, the bad blood between her and the bel dames of which she is no longer part, and the 

complicated network of ownership and legality regarding genetic material in this world are all 

important plot points moving forward. However, I would argue that the main purpose of this 

fifty-page first part is to establish Nyx as a masculine woman and to narratively position her as an 

action hero. Halberstam notes that while female masculinity generally is instantaneously 

recognizable, it is much harder to actually pinpoint exactly what constitutes it (Halberstam 

1998a, xi, 268). I would argue that it would be hard not to read Nyx and Li as masculine women, 

but what does that mean, exactly? The fact that they are situated as the protagonists of action-

heavy narratives is not enough – while their narrative positions and masculinities are obviously 

entwined, research done on female action heroes in contemporary popular culture shows that 

while they generally inhabit traditionally male narrative positions, they are also often heavily 

invested in normative femininity (Stuller 2010; Brown 2011). In this introductory section, then, 

I’m drawing on queer theoretical perspectives on female masculinity to read how Nyx and Li are 

positioned to the reader as masculine women. 

 

2.1.2 Stronger than a man: Depicting female masculinity 

Halberstam has noted that masculinity seems to be less about what you dish out than what you 

can take (Halberstam 1998a, 274), and incidentally these first few chapters read less like a plot 

introduction than a list – nicely packaged in fast-paced action and cool science fictional 

worldbuilding – of the bodily abuse Nyx can take and inflict on herself, and still come out mostly 

on top. Prison was shitty, yes, but in the next chapter it’s one year later and we see her in the 

boxing ring through the eyes of Rhys, a political refugee and soon-to-be addition to Nyx’s team, 

and his awe at her physical presence: 

 
It was the other woman that caught his attention. She stood in the near corner of the 
ring, and she turned as he entered. She was as tall as he was, broad in the shoulders and 
heavy in the chest and hips […] She put both her hands on the ropes and leaned 
forward, looking him straight in the face. The boldness of the look stopped him in his 
tracks. He didn’t know if she wanted to cut him or kiss him  […] A broad smile lit up 
Nyx’s face. It made her almost handsome. (Hurley 2011, 46–47) 

 

Nyx offers him a job and when he accepts, she “reached through the ropes for him. He started, 

expecting violence. Instead, she clasped his elbow […] And in that one moment, that brief 

embrace, he felt safe for the first time in more than a year” (ibid.). Through Rhys’ first impression 

of Nyx, Nyx’s masculinity comes through in her way of bodily inhabiting the world – she is big 



	   27 

and takes up space, but instead of being depicted as a failure of femininity, Nyx’s masculinity 

comes across as attractive, something that inexplicably draws Rhys in even as the promise of safety 

Nyx may provide is so tightly coupled with the possibility of violence. This tells of a shift of 

gendered power – in a blatant gender reversal, Rhys’ body is the one that can only move through 

the world on the condition that he accepts the constant possibility of cursory and violent 

invasions of his personal and bodily space, while Nyx’s right to do so unmolested comes across as 

seemingly literally inscribed in her well-muscled flesh. From that moment on, Rhys is cast as the 

damsel in distress and on-and-off love interest to Nyx’s hero; this gendered reversal of 

embodiment extends further to the generic form of the narrative, which I will return to in section 

three. This play with typically gendered relations between women and men is sustained 

throughout the series – at one point Nyx’s ragged visage prompts a young man to “half hop[e]” 

that he “would look that ravaged at her age. Maybe people would take him more seriously” 

(Hurley 2012, 77–78). For him, Nyx’s masculine appearance provides a point of identification 

between them and making her a kind of role model for the kind of masculinity he wishes to 

perform. 

Interestingly enough, then, if Nyx is a feminist-socialist nightmare, she is also an MRA3 

horror story – the monstrous, literary realization of all the worst stereotypes about feminist 

women taken together all at once. She is physically bigger and stronger than most men around 

her, rather ugly, queer, has no investment in femininity and no notion of the ‘rightful’ place of 

women, holds both physical and institutional power over men, and, incidentally, once got back at 

her mentor for betraying her by cutting off his dick. She is the image of the ugly, castrating, man-

hating, masculine feminist bitch that anti-feminists love to hate us for (and we love to distance 

ourselves from) come to life. This is not a new figure in science fiction literature – the dystopian 

scenario of man-like women ruling the world is one with long history within the genre. 

Nowadays, matriarchal societies in science fiction are usually envisioned by feminist writers, but 

to begin with these types of characters were generally brought to life by male authors in stories 

where they revel in matriarchal power and masculinity until they ultimately fall in love with a 

man, become proper feminine women, and help restore the world to its rightful order by 

(re)instating patriarchy (Russ 1995; Merrick 2003). Nyx both recalls and dispels this figure in the 

way there is no ‘foundational’ femininity to return to in the depiction of her. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
3 Men’s right activist. Generally angry, white men who feel that the feminist movement have gone so far that we need 
a masculinist movement to restore (white, heterosexual) men’s rights. 
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Much of this is also paralleled in the Spin Trilogy and the depiction of Major Catherine 

Li. Like Nyx, she is a soldier and proficient in the use of violence, she is described as muscular 

and physically strong, and we are introduced to her too mid-action, so to speak, while she is 

being transported for the briefing for a military mission she is about to lead her squad on – a 

briefing ostensibly led by a (male) UN representative, but soon taken over by Li. Like in God’s 

War, the first part of Spin State works just as much to establish Li as an action hero as to set up 

the plot. Furthermore, as with Nyx, there is throughout the series recurring scenes where Li is 

seen and described through men’s eyes: “‘Arkady!’ a woman called out in a voice sharp enough to 

stop him in his tracks. The woman was short, muscular, probably Korean. She was a soldier out 

of uniform; he read it in the cut of her hair, the set of her shoulders, the decisive moments of 

someone who actually knew how to hit people” (Moriarty 2007, 63). Here we again have the 

emphasis on bodily power evident in Li’s whole body, from her hair to her build and the way she 

moves. One glance at Li is enough for Arkady to notice how she “[stares] out at the world 

through […] hard, uncompromising, self-sufficient eyes” (ibid. [my emphasis]). Li’s self-reliance 

here seems intimately tangled with her ability to excise great control over people around her: Li is 

so formidable that even the sound of her “sharp” voice is enough to make people stop dead in 

their tracks – never mind the capability of violence she carries in every inch of her body. Her 

masculinity is framed as such by placing her in juxtaposition to men in a way that reverses 

expectations of gendered behavior and power relations. 

In Spin State, Li is seduced by Bella, a Syndicate construct of a geneline related to Li’s 

rented out to Compson’s World in order to help locate the precious Bose-Einstein crystal and 

who has been forced into an abusive relationship with its overseer, Haas. What Li doesn’t know is 

that Bella is drawn to her because of her likeness to the late physicist, who was Bella’s lover, and 

because of the protection Bella imagines Li can provide: “’How strong are you?’ Bella asked. Li 

frowned, caught off guard. ‘Strong.’ ‘Stronger than a man?’ A warm hand slipped under Li’s t-

shirt, slid over her flanks and stomach. ‘A lot stronger,’ Li said” (Moriarty 2004, 355). Female 

masculinity is derived, it seems, from physical strength, but physical strength in relation to that of 

men. Noble argues that in order to understand butch and FTM masculinity, it is important to 

avoid trying to divorce it completely from normative masculinity and instead look at what takes 

place in the spaces where they intersect (Noble 2004). In my material, it is clear that one 

important framing device for Nyx and Li’s masculinities is precisely through this relation to men 

and male masculinity. Both texts take care to establish their protagonists as women physically 
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stronger and more dominant than most men, and in doing so the supposed disconnect between 

the female body, generally conceived as smaller and weaker, and the masculinity it performs 

becomes central in the depiction of female masculinity. Julie Hanson writes that in drag kinging 

“the experience […] requires, or indeed desires, the evocation of the female body as a specifically 

gendered and sexual ‘object’ (at both a bodily and representational level), in order to be 

meaningful” (Hanson 2010, 68 [emphasis in original]). Female masculinity comes into view in 

and as a transgression of gendered norms and requires coming into comparison with male 

masculinity to be read. 

Moreover, female masculinity in these texts is also framed by a distancing from 

femininity. Bella is Syndicate clone who shares some of the same genetic origins as Li, is 

continuously described as the epitome of feminine beauty, and is literally marked as a commodity 

by the Syndicate logo that “curved along the lower edge of each perfectly patterned iris” 

(Moriarty 2004, 267). Next to her, Li’s masculinity seems almost poised as the promise of 

freedom from the entrapment of femininity and racialized patriarchal oppression. If Bella in this 

scene recalls the image of the Asian female character as “techno-orientalist window dressing […] 

figured as the product rather than the producers of technology” so familiar in Western science 

fiction (Nishme 2017), Li’s masculinity – and her recrafting herself into a soldier through surgery 

– almost seems as means through which she escapes this oppression.  

Furthermore, throughout the novels, Li is continuously mirrored by other female 

characters, in particular her genetic identicals. In one scene, Li interacts with a VR copy of the 

dead physicist who comes across as “thoughtful, rational, feminine […] Li knew that body. She 

knew the heft of the long thighbones, the sharp ridge of the nose, the smooth curve of skull from 

ear to temple. So that’s what I would have looked like, she thought and shuddered” (Moriarty 

2004, 189–190 [emphasis in original]). Li and the physicist share their genetic make-up and 

almost identical bodies, but they live them differently and seeing what she could have been – 

“thoughtful, rational, feminine” – is enough to make her experience revulsion. Li’s masculinity, 

then, seems to build as much on rejection of femininity as identification with masculinity.  

This is all but mirrored in The Bel Dame Apocrypha. When Nyx’s tech specialist is 

kidnapped, his sister volunteers to help them out: “’I can do it,’ Inaya said. Nyx smirked. ‘You 

can do it?’ She looked her up and down pointedly” (Hurley 2011, 219 [emphasis in original]). 

Unlike Nasheenian women who “didn’t grow up looking for husbands. They grew up looking for 

honor and glory” (Hurley 2011, 64), Inaya is from a patriarchal society, and thus Nyx easily 
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dismiss Inaya as weak based on her conventional femininity. In these books, femininity and 

masculinity are clearly ways of subject formation and inhabiting bodies divorced from genital 

basis4; women as well as men can do masculinity or femininity, respectively, in more or less 

polarized forms. However, it would almost seem as if both Hurley and Moriarty’s depictions of 

their protagonists as masculine female heroes demand a demeaning of femininity and, in 

particular, feminine women, to be read. At the end of God’s War, Rhys leaves Nyx team and 

Nasheen and relocates to Tirhan and marries. In Infidel, Nyx’s mercenary work prompts her to 

find Rhys for the first time in years and she is introduced to his wife, Elahyiah. Nyx is decidedly 

unimpressed: “She was slender and all-right looking […] Her fine features and narrow waist 

made her look pretty sickly, in Nyx’s opinion. She wouldn’t be any good humping twenty kilos 

of gear across a war zone, or hauling forty kilos of bursts across the desert during a night raid. 

Useless in a hard fight” (Hurley 2014, 217). Albeit an impression clearly flavored by jealousy, the 

easy thing here would, again, be to read this as a demeaning of femininity in comparison to 

masculinity – both here categorized in almost comically crude terms: the ability to withstand a 

hard fight and heavy lifting, or not. According to Diane Reay, “the devaluing of traditional 

notions of femininity, a railing against the perceived limitations of being female” is characteristic 

of the tomboys she encounters in her research on adolescent girls’ doing of gender in a middle 

school context (Reay 2001, 162). She concludes that “so-called ‘masculine’ girls do not seem to 

disrupt but rather appear to endorse existing gender hierarchies” (ibid., 163). One could argue 

that Nyx and Li engage in the same kind of behavior. 

However, what is interesting about the relationships between Nyx and Inaya and 

Elahyiah, respectively, is that in both cases, this disparaging attitude goes both ways. The 

homophobic and traditional Inaya considers Nyx “an ungodly, sex-crazed woman” (Hurley 2011, 

220) because of her bisexuality and failure to be a ‘proper’ woman. When she leaves Nasheen, 

Inaya misses the unalienable rights women in Nasheen has, but considers what she sees as the cost 

of those rights a little too steep: “In Nasheen, women decided how they wanted to be treated. 

They policed it. Enforced it. Was there a way to do that without becoming monstrous like them 

[…]?” (Hurley 2014, 137). When Elahyiah meets Nyx she “looked over Nyx disdainfully. ‘You’re 

much uglier than I expected’” (Hurley 2014, 217). Simply reading Nyx’s contempt as enforcing 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
4 Even though the majority of the worlds and countries encountered in these novels are patriarchal in some form or 
other with ways of organizing bodies in a binary system of gender, the way these novels focus on both other types of 
cultures and deviant bodies and identities is obviously an attempt to challenge and displace the idea of binary gender 
as something with a transhistorical basis in anatomy. 
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the devaluing of femininity in comparison to masculinity ignores the way female masculinity 

emerges as a queer subject position of doing gender wrong.  

Halberstam reminds us that “Because masculinity is a sign of privilege in our society 

[…] girls who exhibit masculine behavior […] are punished not only because their femininity is 

in jeopardy but also because masculinity has been reserved exclusively for male bodies” 

(Halberstam 2004, 201). Inaya and Elahyiah’s understanding and outright condemnation of Nyx 

as a monstrous and ugly woman are part of this process of gendered disciplining of deviant bodies 

and sexualities (Halberstam 1998a, 24). Reay’s analysis gives evidence of this, too: when 

discussing how some of the other (feminine) girls behave in the classroom, Reay notes that it is 

clear that these girls were chastised and punished when behaving in a manner typical of boys 

(Reay 2001, 159–161); she seems, however, unable to extend upon what this could mean for the 

tomboy. Taking that notion seriously, then, would mean that an alternate reading of Nyx’s 

dismissal of Inaya and Elahyiah as useless because their lack of physical strength is that of a queer 

dissident pushing back against the heterosexist insistence on femininity as compulsory for 

women. Li’s revulsion at the thought of doing femininity should then not be read not as a 

revulsion against femininity per se, but rather at the thought of having to perform it. Most of the 

literature on tomboys, butches, and studs agree that performing masculinity as a female-bodied 

subject is not about claiming male power or rejecting femininity because of its comparably lower 

social status, but rather about rejecting an unlivable gender identity that society insists is normal 

for one that actually fits (Cordova 1992; Crawley 2002; Levitt & Horne 2002; Dubowsky 

Ma’yan 2003; Hiestand & Levitt 2005). It is important, then, to understand this distinction 

between rejecting femininity as a viable gender identity on an individual basis and patriarchal 

devaluing of the same. 

Moreover, it is vital to understand how the depiction of Li and Nyx’s masculine 

identities intersects with their race. Unlike black and latina women who are generally 

automatically constructed as masculine in relation to white femininity regardless of gender 

performance (Halberstam 1998a, 2), Asian and Muslim women are, by contrast, marked by 

excessive femininity. Constructed in relation to the understanding of white women as liberated 

and independent, Asian and Muslim women are instead constructed as weak, passive, submissive 

and victimized from and for a Western point of view (Pyke & Johnsson 2003; Navarro 2010). Jee 

Yeun Lee argues, in her study of queer Asian American women, that this orientalist view 

furthermore works as a “heterosexualization” that makes queer, gender-nonconforming Asian 
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women invisible (Lee 1996, 126). Li and Nyx, then, are positioned against such stereotypical 

images and the Western insistence of the invisibility of women like them5.  

What I have showed in this introduction is that the way through which female 

masculinity is framed in these novels’ portrayals of their respective protagonists – as bodily power, 

as a rejection of femininity, and as dependent on their ability to use violence – is simply one facet 

of a complicated network of power, gender, embodiment and subject formation. To simply read 

Nyx and Li’s masculinities as the same and equivalent as male masculinity – either as 

representations of masculinity in popular culture or the way they become gendered in their 

respective worlds – is to misunderstand both the specificity of female masculinity and the way it, 

unlike male-bodied masculinity, is a deviant subject position that is heavily opposed and policed 

– often violently so (Halberstam 1998a; Jalas 2005; Detloff 2010). I want to, as Halberstam 

writes, take note of that studying non-normative masculinities means being aware that 

masculinity does not always signify power, and that not “all masculine forms of femaleness […] 

result in an elevation of status” – particularly not when it overlaps with queer sexuality or 

racialized identities (Halberstam 1998a, 28). Following Halberstam, I am not saying that the 

things I have outlined in this introduction is irrelevant to Nyx and Li’s masculinity-making, but 

rather that I want to nuance the way I understand them as part of the construction of female 

masculinity.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
5 With this I do not mean to suggest that the feminine female characters in the series are uncritical stereotypes or that 
none of the characters in the series fall into orientalist or islamophobic narratives of the racialized Other, but that is a 
discussion that lies outside the purview of this thesis.   
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2.2 Monstrous masculinity 

In this section I draw on queer phenomenology (Ahmed 2006) to examine female masculinity as 

lived and embodied. First I look at the relationship between female masculinity and the female 

body; secondly at how female masculinity can be understood as a re-orientation of female 

embodiment; and thirdly at how female masculinity is depicted to be oriented in space and time. 

 

2.2.1 Her one vanity: Female masculinity and the body 

I want to return to the first line of God’s War and to Nyx’s (lack of) womb. Li is similarly barren, 

we learn in passing in the third book of the series when a station official is trying to get a rise out 

of Li by asking her if clones like her have any “baby-making equipment,” and Li replies that they 

don’t (Moriarty 2013, 322). This seems to suggest that female masculinity to some extent hinges 

upon a rejection not simply of femininity, but also of the female body itself. Particularly in the 

way through which Nyx’s infertility is framed to the reader, it seems that masculinity could be 

seen as a manner of transcending the female body through self-mutilation. Lynda Birke argues 

that feminist concern with the womb is understandable due to the way it is the focus of 

patriarchal intervention and control as well as surrounded by a lot of taboo because of its linkage 

to femaleness. However, she argues, it is also limiting and promotes a discourse where certain 

parts of the female anatomy becomes more important and more female than others and at the 

expense of the whole of the embodied subject (Birke 1999, 12). To sustain such a reading, then, 

we have to concede to the misogynist and transphobic idea that the womb is the univocal marker 

of femaleness and the most central component of the female body. 

Furthermore, much of the work done on female masculinity within queer theory 

demonstrates that female masculinity is not a rejection of the female body, but rather a way of 

alternative female embodiment (Nestle 1992; Halberstam 1998a; Hanson 2005; Nguyen 2008; 

Coyote & Sharman 2011). In his discussion of the stone butch, Halberstam shows that, while 

stone butch embodiment is not an uncomplicated identity category, to view stone butches as 

repressed or dysfunctional because they do not wish to be sexually touched in the manner we 

expect of female bodies is a reiteration of heterosexist demands on bodies to conform to gendered 

expectations of what certain bodies should and should not do (Halberstam 1998a, 113, 123). 

Thus, Halberstam writes, “performativity itself is as much a record of what a body will not do as 

what it might do” (ibid., 126). Nguyen further argues that it is a mistake to see masculinity as 

something that is forced upon a misadjusted female body – rather “masculinity is the means 
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through which the butch body becomes gendered and comes into being” (Nguyen 2008, 672 

[emphasis in original]). Female masculinity, through Nguyen’s phenomenological account of 

butch corporeality, is not about devaluing or repressing the female body, but about living it 

differently and realigning what is central or ideal in female embodiment – into being big and 

muscular rather than small and slender, or flat-chested rather than big-breasted, for example. In 

one scene in Spin State, Li walks into a gym to work out with some of the other soldiers stationed 

on the planet and at one point she catches sight of herself in a mirror:  
 

She saw what she always saw: stocky, hard-muscled body; genetically preset 6 percent 
body fat; chest flat enough to make feminine modesty as theoretical as athletic support. 
It took a hell of a lot of work to maintain a military-grade wire job. Hours of gym time 
just to keep up muscle strength and bone density that protected you from stress 
fractures. And though Li’s construct genes gave her the luxury of skimping on that 
work, she didn’t. It was her one vanity. (Moriarty 2004, 273) 

 

Not only does this description of Li almost word-by-word match what Nguyen writes about 

common aspects of masculine female embodiment, but it is also a description that puts the body 

at the center of Li’s sense of self. Far from seeing her “hard-muscled” body as something she has 

to achieve at the cost of her womanhood in order to fit into her male-dominated profession, it is 

clearly something she takes great pride and pleasure in.  

Just moments later, however, Li is approached by another soldier, Kintz, who has 

already treated Li with open hostility. They end up sparring, and at one point, when the over-

confident Kintz thinks he has her beat, Li throws him: “The flash of anger in his eyes were 

unmistakable, but he recovered his balance and attitude quickly. ‘Nice trick,’ he said. ‘Guess you 

didn’t just sleep your way to the top.’ ‘Wouldn’t you like to know?’ Li answered, resisting the 

urge to stomp on his fingers” (Moriarty 2004, 278). Kintz’s hostility, anger and jab about Li 

sleeping her way to the rank of major is just not inter-soldier rivalry arising from the fact that Li 

is a well-decorated war hero while Kintz works security on a back-water planet; it is also an 

attempt to put her in place, to reinscribe her body and career into a feminine register, and punish 

her for embodying the masculinity that should be the privileged domain of his male body 

(Halberstam 2004). The quick succession of these two scenes – Li admiring herself in the mirror 

while working out and bantering with her fellow soldiers leading directly up to Kintz challenging 

her – seems positioned precisely to underline the ambivalence of performing female masculinity. 

If doing masculinity as a woman brings with it some kind of privilege, elevation or access to 

power, it does so intimately joined to the threat of both violent and non-violent policing for 
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transgressing gender boundaries. In order to read Li and Nyx’s masculinities, furthermore, it is 

important to understand them as constituted as queer subjects and their masculinity as an 

embodied, integral part of that subjectivity, rather than a faulty imposition on a female body as 

the result of maladjustment or simply a desire for male power and privilege. 

 

2.2.2 Never been human: Female masculinity as a re-orientation of embodiment 

“Women are women insofar as they are oriented toward men and children,” Ahmed writes 

(Ahmed 2006, 85) and by extension, bodies that move off the lines leading towards that are 

produced as deviant and queer. From this, Nyx’s hysterectomy can be understood as less of a 

rejection than a turning away from not just femininity but also the “powerful technology” of 

orientation (ibid.) that produce the womb-having body with aspirations towards child-bearing as 

the naturally normal female body. What Nyx turns away from is not her own body, but rather 

the heteronormative demands that her (female) body should perform in certain ways and not in 

others.  

In Spin Control, Li meets an intelligence operative, Ash, who pretends to be in contact 

with Li’s old superior, General Helen Nguyen, and promises to reinstate the now dishonorably 

discharged Li as a soldier in return for her loyalty. When Li meets with Ash in her home she is 

introduced to her baby son but doesn’t understand that he is, in fact, her child until Ash’s shirt 

accidentally rides up and she “saw the faint silver fishtrails of stretch marks riding her hips like 

the notches on a gun barrel” (Moriarty 2007, 333). Later, when Li is kidnapped and tortured by 

a group of American religious extremists hellbent on purging the world from ‘inhumans’ such as 

Li, she learns that Ash is, in fact, a part of them and that her betrayal is the reason Li was taken. 

Blaming herself for her predicament, Li thinks that she should have known: “Li had seen the real 

Ash just once: in the stretch marks that said she’d gone through a natural birth and pregnancy 

[…] But she’d written that off as meaningless trivia. How could she have been so blind? And what 

better proof could there be that she herself wasn’t human, had never been human, would never 

understand humans no matter how long she lived among them?” (Moriarty 2007, 529 [my 

emphasis]). The tank-born, wired, cyborg-bodied Li has obviously never been able to see herself 

as unambiguously human, neither physically nor legally, but it is noteworthy that what really 

drives it home is that she cannot grasp that a pregnancy and having a child might affect a woman. 

The depiction of Ash as a woman whose ‘natural’ pregnancy has driven her to religious extremism 

and who used her “white suits and the perfect make-up and the self-serving careerism [as] the 
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subtlest kind of protective camouflage” (ibid.) makes her into a motif of traditional womanhood 

against which Li comes to understand herself not only as aberrant, but inhuman. It is because she 

is so far removed from the line of heterosexual reproduction that the concept of giving birth 

becomes something almost alien to her, that she is made unintelligible as a human subject 

(Ahmed 2006) – more so than her wired body or the fact that she is a clone. It is also notable that 

it is a show of stubborn refusal and aggressiveness in the face of two men trying to get her to get 

off Compson’s World in Spin State that prompts one of them to laugh and say, “You must scare 

the hell out of humans” (Moriarty 2004, 233). Again, it is not primarily Li’s implants or origins 

that elicit this response and marks her as inhuman, but rather her show of unfeminine behavior. 

In a similar fashion, Inaya’s understanding of Nyx (and Nasheenian women in general) 

as monstrous hinges upon the fact that they turn from heterosexuality and (natural) reproduction 

more than anything else. At one point, Inaya tells Nyx that if “you were truly following God’s 

desires, you would repress your own desires and marry. Marry a man.” Unfazed, Nyx simply 

replies, “Tell me your marriage was happy” and Inaya “flushed faintly.” When Nyx asks why 

Inaya finds the fact that she sleeps with women more abhorrent than all the people she kills in her 

line of work, Inaya’s reply is: “Sometimes killing is necessary” (Hurley 2011, 220–221). Again, it 

is not Nyx’s augmented body or the fact that her morals are so flexible that she can kill for a 

living that makes her a monster in Inaya’s eyes, but the way she is oriented away from 

heterosexuality and the ways of inhabiting her body that is expected to entail. The dismissal of 

femininity that doubtless exists in both Nyx and Li’s constructions of their masculinities is 

warranted by the forceful insistence of mainstream culture that women should perform 

heterosexual femininity, rather than disdain for femininity itself – even if it occasionally manifests 

itself in that shape.  

I would also argue that it is less a rejection of femininity or the female body, and more 

of a turning away from compulsory femininity and a re-orientation of female embodiment. When 

Rhys sees Nyx for the first time in years right after she’s been ill, he can tell she’s not well: “He 

saw it in her face the most, but also in the way she moved. A little slower, less swagger. Nyx put 

her hands on her hips. They’d been bigger hips, he remembered. She’d lost a staggering amount 

of weight. Loss of mass meant loss of leverage, loss of strength. Women like Nyx didn’t drop 

weight like that on purpose” (Hurley 2014, 207). According to Susan Bordo the ideal female 

body is a slim, small, fat-free one, while the big or fat female body is pathologised as ugly and 

unhealthy (Bordo 1993). Here, it is quite the opposite: the fact that Nyx has lost weight and 
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body mass is so uncharacteristic for her and “women like [her]” that it immediately clues Rhys in 

about her condition. Far from Young’s understanding of female modality as restricted in 

patriarchal culture (Young 1998), Nyx’s taking up less space and moving with “less swagger” is 

the anomaly. The re-orientation of the female body, then, is not a simple substituting of typically 

female body ideals for male, but rather entails a shift of how the female body is lived, read, and 

gendered within the narrative. 

 

2.2.3 No going home: Female masculinity and orientation in space  

If female masculinity is an orientation away from compulsory femininity, this of course warrants 

the question of what this turning away from instead orients them towards. “Depending on which 

way one turns, different worlds might even come into view,” as Ahmed puts it, orientation is 

never casual, but takes “subjects in different directions” (Ahmed 2006, 15). A turning away from 

something is always just as much an orientation towards other kinds of objects. What is 

interesting, is that the motion of turning away is reflected in the way both Nyx and Li move 

through geographical and metaphorical space in the novels. To begin with, all six novels are built 

up roughly around the same kind of quest-based narrative: a character is dispatched to find an 

object upon which the fate of the world rests. This means that the bodies of the protagonists are 

put into almost constant movement, which is a movement not just towards something, but also a 

form of turning away. Both Nyx and Li have left their actual homes behind in a way that has 

barred any chance of ever going back – even when Li does return to Compson’s World where she 

grew up, she hardly remembers it after countless FTL-jumps through space and the slow chipping 

away of her memory. However, she does manage to track down her mother, and when this 

woman that Li can hardly remember tells Li of her life with her new husband and children, Li 

realizes that  
 
it wasn’t a bridge she was building between them with her words, but a wall. Whatever 
common ground the two of them might once have traveled, [her mother] seemed to be 
saying, Li’s life was now a foreign country from which no road led back to Compson’s 
World […] There was no going home. From the moment she stepped into that chop 
shop, there’d been no home to go back to. (Moriarty 2004, 516) 

 

Li is so firmly turned away form her past and the home that she once had that even when she is 

physically present in the place where she grew up, her life is completely diverged from where she 

came from, with no option of going back. Nyx, likewise, is unable to return to the home she 

came from since her entire family is dead. She went to the front with her brothers to protect 
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them, but failed when she returned while they did not, and her sister was killed by bel dames for 

holding classified research material. Ahmed writes that, “The background would be understood as 

that which must take place in order for something to appear […] a background is what explains 

the conditions of emergence or an arrival of something as the thing that it appears to be in the 

present” (Ahmed 2006, 37–38). The background can be both spatial and temporal – it can both 

refer to the way a body or an object is oriented in space as well as through the story of a life. 

Ahmed shows how the queer body always arrives as out of joint in heterosexual spaces, and 

considers the family in particular as one of those spaces (Ahmed 2006).  

Read this way, the turning away from home and family in the background of both Nyx 

and Li’s backstories as well as the figurative starting point for their narrative journeys throughout 

the books, would mean that female masculinity, in these stories, arrive only as in continuous 

motion through space. Nyx travels across the desert, Li across outer space; both their trajectories 

move them away not only from any idea of home but also orients them into movement 

across/into spaces that are understood as barren. This can be understood as Nyx and Li becoming 

unmoored from familial, heteronormative time. Halberstam argues that the way we understand 

time is based on a capitalist, heteronormative logic. Queer time, for Halberstam, allows for 

“alternative temporalities” where the future “can be imagined according to logics that lie outside 

of those paradigmatic markers of life experience – namely birth, marriage, reproduction, and 

death” (Halberstam 2005, 2). Nyx and Li’s physical movement through space is not only spatial, 

then, but also a way of moving through time “in opposition” to heteronormative time (ibid., 1).  

The quest-narrative – the story of a journey from point A to B in order to retrieve an 

object – is typically found in fantasy literature where it’s purpose is to showcase as much of the 

imagined world as possible to the point where they sometimes come across as more of imaginary 

travelogues than stories (Mendlesohn 2006). In these novels, by contrast, the quest-narrative is 

utilized foremost to showcase its protagonist rather than the world she moves through. If the idea 

of home is what they have behind them, then what they are positioned towards is not so much 

the object-as-the-goal-of-the-quest but rather the quest itself – the continued movement through 

space away from home as a metaphor for heteronormative space/time.  

In Rapture, the final Bel Dame Apocrypha novel, the narrative follows both Nyx and 

Rhys as they separately move into the desert wasteland far beyond settled land – Rhys in a 

desperate attempt to provide for his family and Nyx because she has been dispatched to bring 

back a political prisoner. However, upon entering the desert, Rhys loses everything: Elahyiah 
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takes their children and leaves him after he has failed to find any steady work, and, following that, 

he accidentally ends up indentured to the same person that holds the man Nyx is after. For Nyx, 

by contrast, the wasteland surely is hellish, but a hell in which she thrives. No matter what the 

slow trek through the desert throws at her – starvation and draught, traitorous team members, 

giant flesh-eating bugs, assassins – she prevails, and no matter how much her team curse her for 

her callousness and brutality they keep following her, because they know the alternative is to not 

survive. This makes for an interesting comparison of bodily orientation in heterosexual space: 

Rhys, the firstborn son of a rich Chenjan merchant who was forced to flee into Nasheen to avoid 

being drafted and has tried – and repeatedly failed – to rebuild his life since, cannot cope outside 

of the societal spaces shaped to accommodate his body as one of privilege and power. When in 

Nasheen or out in the wilderness – places that do not coalesce around the shape of the 

heterosexual family and thus do not automatically uphold Rhys’ male and upper-class power as 

given – he falters, while the opposite is true for Nyx. When Nyx and Rhys’ paths predictably 

cross again and Rhys hears that Nyx has accepted a mission by the bel dame council without 

taking them up on the offer of reinstating her as a bel dame, he is dismayed:  

 
‘You’re just doing this for fun? Not enough blood in your life?’ 
‘I haven’t had any blood in my life in near seven years, Rhys. It suited me fine. It’s not 
the blood that I missed.’ She got to her feet. 
He gazed up at her. ‘What, then? What is it that you missed?’ 
She stared into the blackness. ‘I missed being useful.’ (Hurley 2012, 304) 

 

This exchange is roughly echoed near the end of Ghost Spin, when one of Cohen’s former 

networks who has developed his own sentience, Router/Decomposer, asks Li why she has to go 

after Nguyen one last time. When she insists that it is because it is her fight, he replies that it is 

only because “you have to be the hero. Gary fucking Cooper nobly defending the town against 

the bad guys whether they want you to or not” (Moriarty 2013, 535). He argues that the sensible 

and actually noble thing for Gary Cooper6 to do would have been to listen to his wife, who wants 

to get out of town, leave, and be happy. But Li responds by saying that isn’t possible because 

there isn’t anything people like her could do “with a happy ending except fuck it up”: “The only 

thing that’s left – the only thing that means something – is what I do. It’s all I have. That’s all I 

am” (Moriarty 2013, 535–536 [emphasis in original]). Likewise, Rhys tries to argue that it is the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6 Gary Cooper is the hero of the 1952 western film High Noon, in which Cooper, the town marshal, is about to retire 
with his wife but instead decides to make a final stand when a band of outlaws attacks the town. 
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never-ending war that’s broken them, not lack of being useful, but Nyx isn’t having it: “‘Peace be 

upon you,’ [Rhys] said. ‘Yeah, fuck off,’ Nyx said” (Hurley 2012, 305).  

What is noteworthy here is both the positioning of these scenes (placed near the end of 

the final novels in each respective series) and the juxtaposition between Li and Nyx and the male-

coded characters (Rhys, Router/Decomposer, Gary Cooper). Both the narrative and the 

protagonist themselves resist the neat heteronormative happy ending constructed as normal and 

thus find themselves in the “strange temporalities” of queer time (Halberstam 2005, 1). Li’s 

forceful rejection of the notion of the happy ending that Router/Decomposer inscribes in a 

heterosexual register and Nyx’s brusque “fuck off” in response to even the idea of peace put forth 

by Rhys yet again underline the framing of the masculine female body as one oriented away from 

the lines of heteronormativity and generational history. 

Although there is a paradox here, inherent in the fact that the home of seven years that 

Nyx leaves behind to do this last mission is not a heterosexual marriage, but one made up of her 

girlfriend Radeyah, her former teammate Anneke and Anneke’s children, whom they all help 

raise. Nyx doesn’t actually go voluntarily, but under the threat that her family will all be killed 

should she refuse. However, her decision is imbued with a sense of inevitability – the very first 

line of Rapture reads: “Every time Nyx thought she’d gotten out of the business of killing boys, 

she shot another one” (Hurley 2012, 1). When Nyx hears the job offer, she “felt something 

flutter inside of her, something that had been dead a good long time” (Hurley 2012, 8), and 

when Anneke tells her that Radeyah will understand since she knew who Nyx was from the 

beginning, Nyx replies, “Nobody really knows who I am […] Not until I put a bullet in their 

head” (ibid., 9). Keeping with the theme of intimately coupling masculinity with violence, this 

inability to ‘be at home’ could simply be read as an overall critique of destructive masculinity. 

However, I would like to bring this together with the fact that Nasheen is a country where 

women performing masculinity is not only acceptable but also normative, which should suggest 

that according to the logic of this world, Nyx’s masculinity isn’t very queer at all.  

Yet, what is interesting is that the prevalence of female masculinity in Nasheen (in strict 

contrast to the other societies the reader comes into contact with during the series, which, barring 

two exceptions7, are all patriarchal) doesn’t so much derive from a direct reversal of societal 

structuring of gender roles as much as the removal of men and, by extension, the eradication of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7 The reader does come into contact with two other non-patriarchal cultures, but both of these societies are mostly 
mentioned in passing and never developed to the same degree as the other cultures the reader becomes familiar with 
during the course of the series. 
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the heterosexual couple/family as the “point” from where the world unfolds (Ahmed 2006, 85). 

Female masculinity, then, becomes queer because it is framed by Hurley’s texts not as a reversal of 

male/female gender roles, but rather as a structuring of bodies/gender/sexuality that emerges as 

misaligned with the logic of heteronormativity. Furthermore, this worldbuilding choice seems to 

suggest that to make Nyx’s masculinity legible as female masculinity is to position it in such a way 

that it can still be presented/interpreted as a monstrous and queer kind of way to inhabit a female 

body by and next to many of the other characters, female and male, in the series. If Nyx had 

remained in Nasheen throughout the three novels, the only way to interpret Nyx’s masculinity as 

monstrous or a failure would be in comparison to the actual world of the reader, but as it is now, 

this failure is repeatedly emphasized throughout the story in the way Nyx interacts with, and is 

oriented in relation to, both people and space. It seems, then, that for female masculinity to be 

read, it must somehow be imbued or associated with failure and loss.  

Detloff argues that while it is important to remember that most gender non-conforming 

women and transgender people do more or less live under the threat of violence and policing, 

“the tragic structure of […] these narratives seems to imply that female masculinity is something 

of an inescapable tragedy in itself” (Detloff 2006, 97). I would argue that while a sense of tragedy 

is present in both The Bel Dame Apocrypha and the Spin Trilogy, the impossibility of the happy 

ending has to be read through not the structure of tragedy but rather of the action narrative – to 

which Li’s masculinity and rejection of the happy ending is explicitly and directly linked to 

through Router/Decomposer liking her to Gary Cooper and the hero archetype he represents.  

 

2.2.4 Conclusion 

In this section I have examined female masculinity in relation to the female body and the concept 

of heteronormative space and time in order to read how Nyx and Li’s masculinity is lived and 

embodied. I have shown how female masculinity can be understood as a re-orientation of female 

embodiment, a way of living the female body that is not about rejecting its materiality, but rather 

a reformulation of what is seen as essential or central to female embodiment. This orients the 

masculine female subject away from the lines marked out by heteronormative and positions them 

as monstrous bodies that fail to be completely intelligible as human. This is put forth not only in 

the portrayal of Nyx and Li’s understanding of themselves, but also through the way they 

narratively move through space in the texts in a way that puts the construction of home as a 
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heteronormative space in the background of their stories; what they are oriented towards, then, is 

in itself a turning away.  

Thus it could be said that female masculinity can only be made comprehensible as a 

transgression of gender; particularly in Hurley’s texts this is shown through the way the 

worldbuilding positions female masculinity as something that exists outside the logic of 

heteronormativity, rather than simply a gender reversal. Simultaneously, the positioning of female 

masculinity as a turning away from heteronormativity and as a gender transgression also imbues it 

with a sense of failure which could be understood as a reiteration of heteronormative disciplining 

of Nyx and Li’s unruly bodies and identities. However, to further understand how this factors 

into the portrayal of female masculinity I want to look closer at its links to brutality and violence 

and how this situates the protagonists in the narrative form of the stories. 
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2.3 Rough (wo)men 

In this section I look at how female masculinity is depicted in the context of the action narrative. 

I begin by looking at how Nyx and Li are positioned within the action narrative in comparison to 

the standardized roles of male and female action heroes. I then move on to examining how the 

narrative is shaped to present Nyx and Li’s bodies as spectacles. Lastly, I look at the relationship 

between masculinity and power, as well as the focus on the heroic body, within the texts and what 

happens when a queer, female subject inhabits the typical male action hero role. 

 

2.3.1 Like the rock she was: The action hero as a spectacle 

 
‘There is no place for you in the new world,’ Fatima said.  
‘That’s what I’m hoping,’ Nyx said. ‘If you had any goddamn sense, you’d hope so too.’ 
(Hurley 2012, 363) 
 
She’d always liked that line of Orwell’s about people sleeping safe in their beds at night 
because rough men stood ready to do violence on their behalf. And she’d been proud to 
be one of those rough men. But Compson’s World has knocked that out of her. It had 
left her not knowing what she believed in, and wondering whether any sane person 
could be proud of the life she’d lived. (Moriarty 2013, 66) 

 

In the last section I argued that female masculinity to begin with is a re-orientation of female 

embodiment and sexuality away from compulsory femininity, but also that female masculinity 

seemingly has to be framed also as an orientation away from such concepts as home and family 

and imbued with a sense of tragedy, failure, and loss to be legible precisely as female masculinity. 

Framed by a realist narrative, this may function to present female masculinity as naturally tragic 

(Detloff 2010), but how does this sense of tragedy function within a genre narrative? 

As shown in the two quotes above, it would be possible to read both Hurley and 

Moriarty’s work as purporting that the world would be a better place without women like Nyx 

and Li. That the real-life world we live in seems to think that the world would be better off 

without masculine women is well-documented across ethnographic and theoretical inquiries into 

both female masculinity and gender non-conforming identity generally (Cordova 1992; 

Halberstam 1998a; Butler 2004; Detloff 2010), so Detloff’s argument seem to hold true here as 

well. However, while we are told that Nyx and Li are the horrible products of non-sustainable 

societies, their bodies, the violence they commit, and the obstacles they overcome are clearly 

framed as part of an action story. Tasker writes that action narratives are constructed in order to 

present the body of its hero as a spectacle; what shapes the form of the action story is the need to 
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present the hero as a spectacular body capable of extraordinary feats in a depiction that always to 

some extent brings with it glorification (Tasker 1993a). 

During the long desert journey in Rapture when the crew is almost dead from lack of 

water, Nyx is the one that urges them on, even carrying one of them across her shoulders as she 

herself is near collapse. The hellish trek is described for pages up until, in one of the arguably 

most appalling scenes in the series, Nyx, in an attempt to survive long enough to find water, kills 

one of her teammates by cutting open her throat and drinks her blood in the hope it might “keep 

us going another couple kilometers” while the rest of her team watches in horror (Hurley 2012, 

189). Even as the others fall around her, Nyx trudges on until she finds a settlement, rests, and 

goes back out to drag her remaining teammates to safety. Here there is an almost pendulous 

movement between an extreme, horrifying callousness and self-sacrificing loyalty. And afterward, 

once they are safe, we get to see Nyx through the eyes of Ahmed, her tech guy, who, 

unbeknownst to Nyx, is a deserter hunted by bel dames and naturally wary of women like her: 

 
Nyx waited for him below, arms crossed, impatient […] He watched Nyx lurch ahead 
of him, and regarding her confident, big-hipped walk, and the way she kept tabs on the 
movement around them […] He had served under a great many women like her – both 
literally and figuratively – but some part of him felt that all of them were striving to be 
exactly who Nyx was – and Nyx had achieved what they pined for without any effort 
whatsoever. All dozen of them insisted they were tough women with big appetites and 
no regrets, but at the end of the day they wept over their dead and fought with their 
lovers, like real people. They couldn’t deny their humanity the way this woman had. 
They couldn’t truly become monsters. (Hurley 2012, 220) 

 

Again, Nyx is understood and depicted as monstrous through her callousness and the way Ahmed 

compares her to his officers during the war who used their commands to take sexual advantage of 

their soldiers (the women Ahmed served under both “literally and figuratively”). However, it is a 

monstrousness that, despite Ahmed’s negative view of Nyx, comes across as imbued with glory. 

While those other women all failed to live up to what they wanted to present themselves as, Nyx 

succeeds – and effortlessly at that. And for all of Ahmed’s aversion, he does need Nyx’s 

monstrousness; just pages later, the bel dame that has hunted him abruptly shows up, but before 

she has the time to get a shot off, Nyx has already put four bullets in her chest, saving his life yet 

again. This is an interesting narrative conjunction that could be seen as a way of insisting on the 

necessity of destructive masculinity, but also something that very clearly shows that this kind of 

(female) masculinity only becomes viable in certain kinds of spaces, spaces that furthermore are 

positioned as in opposition to civilization.   
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The motif of the hero as opposed to or cut-off from civilization is a familiar one in 

action narratives (Tasker 1993a, 1993b; Jeffords 1993). First and foremost, this trope functions 

as a way to show off the hero’s strong body, stamina and survival skills, but considering that this 

figure is typically and generally white, male and heterosexual, it is also a way to reinscribe the 

naturalness of male power in the face of patriarchal anxiety and a supposed loss of societal power 

(Jeffords 1993, 247, 257–258). The positioning of the male hero in a natural setting and in 

opposition to or turning away from institutions such as the military, the police or the 

government, then, has more to do with reinforcing patriarchal power and empowering male 

masculinity through a portrayal of male individualism rather than with challenging institutional 

power: “A definition of the heroic figure emerges as one who is typically outside, if not actually 

opposed to, the mainstream,” as Tasker puts it (Tasker 1993a, 104).  

Through the metatextual references made to Gary Cooper, the quote about rough men 

misattributed to George Orwell, and the fact that Hurley has repeatedly stated that Nyx is 

influenced by such figures as Conan the Barbarian and Mad Max (Staggs 2011; Hurley 2016, 

95), it is this figure that both Li and Nyx are explicitly linked to. It is no wonder considering that 

it is on the archetype of male heroes that the action genre is built on (Brown 2011, 46), but what 

sets Nyx and Li apart is their complete lack of investment in femininity in the portrayal of them 

as action heroes. Much of the criticism done on female action heroes has focused on how the 

depiction of them has to navigate the masculinity inherent in the action hero role with their 

supposed intrinsic femininity iconographically, narratively, and thematically, and how this is tied 

up with the balancing act of simultaneously showing a believable action heroine and depict her as 

appealing for the presumed straight, male audience (Tasker 1993a; Stuller 2010; Brown 2011).  

Reading the many scenes in both series where Nyx and Li are the subject of and 

described through men’s eyes, it is clear that if they are sexualized it is as a spectacle in the same 

way as the male action body usually is in action narrative (Neale 1993; Tasker 1993a) rather than 

the passivized object of the male gaze (Mulvey 1999). When Cohen looks at Li, he sees her 

“[standing] there like the rock she was, arms crossed over her chest, brow knit, lips pursed, 

nodding intently” (Moriarty 2007, 253). Instead of presenting her as a sexual object in the way 

women usually are across mediums, this scene instead seems almost as set up to directly make 

such a reading/gaze impossible – Li in her rock-like pose with her arms crossed and furrowed 

brow seems set up to come across as completely impermeable. When Ahmed takes note of Nyx’s 

wide hips, a body part that generally connotes femininity, it is only to regard “her confident […] 
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walk, and the way she kept tabs on the movement around them” – the description of his gaze on 

her body slides immediately to the task it is put through rather than how it looks and then into 

him musing on how Nyx’s tough persona is more than a surface. The male gaze in these 

narratives doesn’t function to make these women appear passive, but is used, rather, to emphasize 

their status as active subjects. Halberstam writes that the butch gaze is that of the stare down – 

the butch elides becoming an object through the gaze by returning “the stare with hard resolve” 

(Halberstam 1998a, 277), but while neither Nyx or Li would shy away from a stare down, it 

seems that it is hardly even necessary – the masculine female body simply avoids being made a 

passive object of the gaze by being what she is, even when, such as in the case of Li and Cohen, 

the male gaze is that of a lover.  

What is interesting, though, is that in both texts, the male gaze is also utilized in a 

traditional manner at certain points. In one scene, the non-Nasheenian Khos sees Nyx wounded: 

“She’d rebound [from being hurt] and forget about this whole mess, go back to swaggering 

around. For one sharp moment, he realized he liked her this way, mostly helpless and incredibly 

vulnerable. But knowing that he was that type of man, that he liked her this way, frightened him” 

(Hurley 2011, 184). A similar scene occurs in Ghost Spin: “[…] it had crossed his mind, with the 

usual run-of-the-mill male vanity, that it might be fun to see how the formidable Catherine Li 

looked when she wasn’t in control of things. Which was completely crazy, because she wasn’t the 

kind of woman you picked up and put down at will. She was the kind who picked you up and 

put you down” (Moriarty 2013, 360). Here both men are trying to inscribe Nyx and Li in the 

position of the passive, helpless damsel, even as they both turn from that impulse. I read this as 

further insistence on the impossibility of positioning Nyx and Li as passive objects; it is precisely 

because they are “swaggering” and “formidable” that this impulse to ‘put them in place’ – quite 

literally in Moriarty’s example – arises, even as it is dispelled. The narrative formulates this kind 

of gaze, only to close it down. Brown writes that a recurring trope in action stories is the 

balancing act to find a way to “sexualize and empower tough women” (Brown 2011, 53) in order 

to both appeal to its supposed market and compensate for the female characters’ masculinized 

roles. This is either done by portraying them as sex symbols throughout the story or in specific 

scenes in which they go from active subjects to objects for the male gaze (Brown 2011, 7, 9, 59). 

Recalling what Hanson writes about how masculinity-making in drag kinging draws precisely on 

the clash between masculinity and the female-gendered body (Hanson 2010), a similar process 

seems to be at work here. The narratives explicitly acknowledge the way female action heroes are 
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usually depicted; in once scene, Nyx and her team needs to move around outside Nasheen 

without raising suspicion and she considers going undercover as a sex worker, but Khos dismisses 

the idea: 

 
‘Don’t take this the wrong way, Nyx, but you couldn’t pass for a Chenjan whore. Trust 
me.’ 
‘Not me. You should take Anneke.’ 
‘[…] In Chenja she couldn’t even pass as a woman if she tried. Rhys and I will go.’ He 
hesitated, added, ‘As men.’ (Hurley 2011, 184 [emphasis in original]) 

 

Hurley, obviously aware of the tropes of the genre in which she writes, opens the possibility for 

inscribing Nyx into the typical action heroine portrayal, but uses it only to go in the opposite 

direction. In doing so, this depiction of female masculinity as a transgression of normative 

portrayals of action heroines also destabilizes all gendered roles within the action narrative and 

Khos has to clarify that he and Rhys intend to go as men. This does not mean that Nyx and Li 

are depicted and understood as undesirable; rather that the authors have taken great care to invest 

their attractiveness in their performance of masculinity, rather than femininity.  

In other words, the linkage between Nyx and Li and the typical narrative trajectory and 

depiction of the male action hero is not only something the reader is told; it also takes place 

within the narrative portrayal of the two women and the way they interact with other characters. 

They are positioned as spectacles in the way the typical male action hero is – their bodies are 

showcased first and foremost because of what they can do, and because of what they look like 

only to dispel the vestige of the male gaze and the position of passive object. However, this 

depiction is also derived from the need to present female masculinity as a transgression of 

gendered norms in order to make it visible as such. Moving forward, I examine what happens 

when the role of the traditional action hero is inhabited by a queer, masculine woman rather than 

a man. 

 

2.3.2 Home and hell: The action hero and orientation in space 

Here I want to return to an example of (dis)orientation of Nyx’s masculine body in space, namely 

the scene of Nyx in Rhys and Elahyiah’s house in Tirhan silently mocking Elahyiah’s supposed 

lack of physical strength. Leading up to this scene, the text has made a lot of humorous mentions 

of how Nyx finds herself out of place in the Tirhani neighborhood where Rhys lives. She is 

almost arrested for spitting chewing tobacco on the side-walk, is discomfited by the fact that 

public transportation run on time, and is surprised to find that the gate leading up to Rhys’ house 
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simply swings open when she tries it: “The gates weren’t locked! ‘Fuck me,’ she said aloud” 

(Hurley 2014, 188). This comes to a point when she steps into Rhys’ house – clearly framed as a 

referent for the cozy, heteronormative, middle-class comfort the family enjoys and clearly a space 

where Nyx’s body is so out of place it becomes outright disruptive. Nyx looking at Elahyiah and 

noting that “she didn’t have the sort of easy grace Rhys did” (Hurley 2014, 217) positions both 

Rhys and Elahyiah as possible objects of desire for Nyx, thus queering this love triangle. In this 

triangle drama, furthermore, Nyx’s jealousy primarily stems from the fact that Elahyiah has the 

sort of relation to Rhys that Nyx wants Rhys to have to her.  

She even says as much in Rapture when they come across each other in the desert: “‘Is it 

that you have to take care of her out there? But out here –’ she carefully moved her hand to his 

neck, lightly, as if by accident […] ‘Out here, I take care of you’” (Hurley 2012, 322 [emphasis in 

original]). Again, there is the emphasis on space – the safety of the suburban home put against the 

open desert, where heteronormative structures are solidified and destabilized, respectively. This 

restates my conclusion in the last section about how the idea of home is made out to be the 

background to Nyx and Li’s orientation in the world, but also echoes what Tasker writes about 

how the action genre’s “imaginary geography mobilises two key terms: home and hell” in a way 

that entwine and exchange them: hell becomes home and vice versa in the depiction of the action 

hero (Tasker 1993a, 98 [emphasis in original]). Again, home becomes a space that can only 

function as a backdrop to the orientation of Li and Nyx’s bodies in space – not a place that they 

can arrive in. 

What is most striking, furthermore, about this juxtaposition of Nyx and the 

heteronormative space is the fact that after Nyx’s visit, Rhys’ life in Tirhan is shattered. During 

that same night, the bel dames that are after Nyx show up at his house and, while trying to 

extricate information about Nyx’s whereabouts and her mission, kills Rhys’ two children and 

maim both him and Elahyiah. Upon first seeing Nyx in Tirhan, Rhys had reacted with uneasiness 

and contempt: “Recognition cut through Rhys like a knife; a sudden burst […] He’d spent years 

imagining what he would say to her in this moment – how he would rebuke her, belittle her, 

revile her” (Hurley 2014, 207). The Rhys who has made himself a life in Tirhan doesn’t need 

Nyx or her protection anymore since he has “replaced it with something else […] His own 

strength, his own resolve. In a peaceful country, he did not need a woman like Nyx to protect 

him” (Hurley 2014, 208). Thus he now has the luxury to belittle and revile her instead – 

however, with Nyx there, peace is irrevocably shattered. When Rhys find himself overpowered 
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and watching as the bel dames torture his family, Nyx immediately becomes his only hope of 

rescue: “Nyx would come for them. She would come. She would pull Elahyiah and his daughters 

from the well. She would stop the bleeding. She would pick him up in her strong arms […] 

Please, God, let her come back to me” (Hurley 2014, 248). What is perhaps most notable here is 

the depiction of Rhys’ claim on power as completely wound up with respectability politics and 

only extended to him through his arrival as the head of the heterosexual family (Ahmed 2006) 

while Nyx’s power is fully located within her own body and thus seemingly made out to be much 

less precarious. However, just as with Ahmed in Rapture, the narrative is literally written so that 

both men disparage Nyx, only to end up in desperate need of her help mere pages later. Again, 

one could read this as a defense of destructive masculinity, but it is also important to remember 

that (male) masculinity to a large extent becomes destructive through the power-granting societal 

structures it is welded to (Halberstam 1998a, 255), which complicates that reading. Another way 

to look at this narrative juxtaposition, then, would be as a reading of how certain bodies become 

valuable in certain contexts, in certain kinds of spaces, and not in others. Or, to put it differently, 

that Nyx and Li’s masculine bodies moves in and out of place depending of whether they have a 

purpose to fill or not.   

In Ghost Spin, Li, to avoid detection, is forced to travel by scattercasting rather than 

using the Bose-Einstein relays or the Drift. “Scattercasting” refers to a way of jumping through 

space-time by “broadcasting their unencrypted jump files through the quantum spinefoam. The 

broadcasts were horribly corrupted and unstable. There was no way to control who downloaded 

them or what they did with them” (Moriarty 2013, 43). Every FTL-jump is a case of dying and 

being resurrected, but whereas the relays and the Drift promises a controlled jump from place A 

to B, scattercasting opens up the possibility of multiple resurrections in multiple places. When Li 

scattercasts to the planet of New Allegheny to hunt down Cohen’s killer, she also makes the 

‘blueprint’ of herself available for immediate download across space: “She died, and her 

datastream blossomed out across the galaxy like fluff blowing from a blown dandelion […] And 

in many, infinitely many branchings her pattern was resurrected by those who felt that this 

particular datastream might be of use to them” (ibid., 119–120). Her enemies – the Syndicates 

and people she can no longer remember – resurrect her over and over to get their revenge on her 

for her war crimes, but the reader only follows two Lis: the one arriving on New Allegheny and 

one resurrected onto a corporate troop transport in the process of being boarded by a pirate ship. 

Li wakes up to a man in a suit asking her to sign a mercenary contract and when she refuses, he 
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hands her a hefty bill for “resurrection charges” (Moriarty 2013, 173). Li has no way to pay, so 

she signs the contract forcing her to become an indebted soldier. 

She is downloaded to be used either as a soldier or a war criminal, but regardless of 

whether she is resurrected to play the role of hero or villain, she is brought into existence only to 

serve her role within the action narrative; she is brought to life, in iteration after iteration, first 

and foremost as a body capable of spectacular feats of strength and violence. Beyond that, she 

seems to hold little use or value. The repetition of the scene of a resurrected Li finding herself in a 

new scenario could be seen as an intertextual comment about the formulaic nature of genre 

storytelling and archetypal characters – being an action hero, Li has to be put in the context of a 

specific kind of narrative, in the same way that it makes perfect narrative sense that Nyx’s 

presence in Tirhan throws Rhys and his family into a kind of chaos that only she can rescue them 

from. They are action heroes, after all, and the typical action narrative is constructed precisely to 

make its hero look good. However, I would like to remain on the fact Nyx and Li have value first 

and foremost as heroic bodies; as I showed in section one, their masculinity comes across as 

powerful through the way it is inscribed in their physicality. As Connell’s model of hegemonic 

masculinity shows (Connell 2005), masculinity cannot be separated from power, but how it 

intersects with power changes depending on what kind of body performing it and where that 

power is located. 

 

2.3.3 Itching for a fight: Violence, bodies and narratives of struggle 

In that moment when Li wakes up on the transport ship with a contract shoved in her face, she is 

all but powerless. Just as the way Nyx and Rhys are juxtaposed against each other throughout 

Hurley’s novels shows how the interlocking of masculinity with power is a complicated and 

context-bound rather than a static tangle, Li’s masculinity and the power it enables her is 

contrasted with the “suit-and-tie-clad middle-management type” (ibid., 171) next to her. When 

Li is still in the tank, she has no power – she has literally been brought into existence for one 

purpose and has little choice but to comply. However, the minute she is out of the tank and 

“fully armed courtesy of her new employers” (ibid., 174), that changes. She starts cracking stupid 

jokes and critiquing their pre-combat procedures as the man in the suit and the tech guys are 

panicking around her. When she is finally ready she “made a gentle shooing gesture. ‘Go. Go off 

to wherever people like you go when actual shit goes down. I’m busy right now’” (ibid., 175). 

Against the apparatus of institutional, judicial power – represented by the middle-management 
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guy in the suit – Li is powerless, but as soon as she is battle-ready, gun in hand, something 

changes, and all of a sudden it is Li that’s in control and calling the shots. Just as in The Bel 

Dame Apocrypha, there is an interesting opposition set up between masculine power granted 

through social authority and masculine power as located within the muscular body, an opposition 

that, furthermore, is undeniably classed. 

 According to Tasker, class is a central but often unexamined dimension of the action 

genre, both inside and outside the narrative. Inside the story, class is usually engaged as an 

implicit metaphor in the way the hero is depicted as an expandable instrument, dispatched at 

someone else’s command in a way that “express the powerlessness of the ‘ordinary soldier’” while 

simultaneously also works to emphasize “the figure of the muscular hero, an extraordinary 

soldier” (ibid., 100). Class, then, is not brought into the narrative for explicitly political reasons, 

but rather for the purpose to display the hero; again, the action narrative is structured around the 

showing off and glorifying of the hero’s body and actions (Tasker 1993a, 1993b; Neale 1993). 

Tasker writes that, “The body of the hero, though it may be damaged, represents almost the last 

certain territory of the action narrative […] When all else fails, the body of the hero, and not his 

voice, his capacity to make a rational argument, is the place of last resort” (Tasker 1993b, 241).  

In Infidel when Nyx fails to rescue Rhys and instead is overrun by bel dames, 

decapitated, and left for dead, the first thing she does after her former team reluctantly resurrect 

her using the bug in her head is to lash out against Khos – incidentally a big man at least a head 

taller than Nyx. She reacts in anger when he dares to insinuate that she ought to feel some 

gratitude for what they have done and some repentance leading the bel dames to them, but it is 

just as much about reclaiming her power: “Nyx was aware of the sheer bulk of him, but her clear 

head and scrubbed body made her feel powerful for the first time in a year […] She was itching 

for a fight” (Hurley 2014, 301). Her show of weakness – first suffering from a lengthy sickness 

after being infected by a weaponized contagion and then, as a direct result, failing Rhys and only 

surviving being defeated by the bel dames due to other people’s intervention – has to be 

remedied, to herself as well as narratively. Even though the reader finds out that her show of 

strength takes its toll – “Her hand throbbed. Her knees were suddenly unsteady” (ibid., 302) – it 

seems almost inevitable that her failure to save Rhys is directly followed by her taking on the 

biggest guy in sight and sending him stumbling. Both Nyx and the reader need the reassurance 

that for all she has lost and suffered, her body stays strong despite it all.  
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These scenes – the contrasting of powerlessness with spectacular feats of bodily power 

and violence – reoccur continuously throughout both trilogies. The intimate coupling of violence 

with the protagonists and, by extension, their masculinity is something that I have returned to 

throughout this analysis. It would be possible to understand this relationship by the fact that, as 

Halberstam writes, “as long as masculinity is annexed in our society to power and violence and 

oppression, we will find some masculine women whose gender expression becomes partially 

wedded to the worst aspects of a culturally mandated masculinity” (Halberstam 1998a, 109). It 

is, after all, important to not avoid or dismiss the ways through which female masculinity also can 

perpetuate and reproduce destructive masculinity, but the glorification of violence in these novels 

has to be understood not simply as the glorification of macho masculinity but also of a particular 

narrative of struggle.  

In her examination of how class comes to bear meaning not only in the staging of action 

narratives but also in the reading of them, Walkerdine argues that the ever-present and often 

glorified violence in these stories “relates not only to masculinity, but also to lived oppression, to 

the experience of powerlessness and the fear of it” (Walkerdine 1999, 192). Tasker, likewise, has 

argued that while action narratives rarely depict the specific struggles of marginalized groups 

beyond the white male working class man, “they nonetheless powerfully dramatise the fact of 

struggle” (Tasker 1993a, 166). Action narratives play off the terror of powerlessness by imbuing 

the body, and the experience of being a subject reduced to being a body, with spectacular glory – 

the action hero, as Tasker shows, triumphs through the sheer force and use of their body, not 

rationality. Following what Frantz Fanon writes about colonialism and powerlessness, Tasker 

argues that the action narrative and its fantastic depiction of physical power functions as a site of 

escapism for an audience that lead restricted lives (Tasker 1993a, 126–127). Foz Meadows writes 

in a review of another of Hurley’s novels that Hurley’s immensely violent female heroes may be 

read as directly forcing the reader to question their own responses to depictions of and culturally 

held notions about the use of violence and how it is interpreted depending on what kind of body 

commits it (Meadows 2014). The relationship between masculinity, bodies and violence, then, is 

a complicated one and to understand how it bears meaning within the action narrative one needs 

an intersectional approach to understand how these linkages change depending on class, sexuality, 

race, and gender but also to understand it as a narrative that dramatizes the reality of struggle as 

much as simply glorifying violence (Tasker 1993a). What role does violence play in the 

representation of female masculinity in these texts? 
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3.4 No place for you: Female masculinity and (non)valued bodies 

I want to return to where I began this section, with Nyx and Li oriented away from the idea of 

home and, by extension, civilization in a way that firstly emphasizes their physicality and bodily 

strength and, secondly, shows that the way masculinity is imbued with social and institutional 

power is not automatic, but rather heavily dependent on context. Power, in these novels, is place-

bound – Nyx and Li are first and foremost granted power and depicted as powerful in locations 

where their bodies are put to the test in extreme and harsh environments and circumstances – and 

framed by an action narrative that infuses these displays of spectacular physical feats and violence 

with glory and reiterates the narrative of political struggle. Ahmed writes that to stray from the 

straight line is to fall outside being encompassed by the “skin of the social” (Ahmed 2006, 20). 

Halberstam likewise argues that to refuse or be unable to partake in the heteronormative 

reproduction of generational history and instead living a queer life is constituted as a failure 

(Halberstam 2005).  

As I show in section two, to be a masculine woman that also re-orients her embodiment 

away from procreation and heterosexuality is to turn away from the straight line and 

heteronormative time and space. However, as my discussion of Nyx and Li as positioned as action 

heroes show, while tragedy and failure are interwoven into the depiction of both of them, the 

action narrative allows for their non-normative bodies to be glorified. To break this down, then, 

it means that the use of bodily strength and violence in the portrayal of Nyx and Li within this 

narrative not only functions as a way for them to lay claim to masculinity but also as a way to 

legitimatize their non-normative bodies and identities; it is the only arena, within these novels, that 

the monstrous masculine female body can lay claim to the value it is denied due to its failure or 

refusal to stay on the straight line (Ahmed 2006). 

 When Nyx finishes her mission in Rapture and meets with Fatima, the bel dame who 

sent her on the mission, Fatima tells her that the new world she is trying to build has “no place 

for you,” and Nyx replies, “That’s what I’m hoping […] If you had any goddamn sense, you’d 

hope so too” (Hurley 2012, 363). Again, Nyx leaves the bel dame business behind and returns to 

the house she used to share with Radeyah, Anneke and Anneke’s children. It has been burned to 

the ground, as Nyx advised them, making them impossible to track down. Nyx sits in the rubble 

with a bottle of whiskey and thinks about the mission, envisioning it as a boxing fight, and how 

“[t]he worst part of a fight was always afterward, when you could hear the screams of your injured 

opponent […] when you felt your own chest filling with fluid, and snorted great gobs of coppery 
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blood. The worst part was when you realized it was all over, but you weren’t dead yet” (ibid., 

378). Outside the ring, after the fight, the body has suddenly lost its momentum, and also its 

power and glory. However, as Nyx sits there chugging whiskey, a car drives up onto the driveway. 

Nyx doesn’t know what she hopes for more – that it is a bel dame coming to finish her off, 

Anneke or Radeyah returning, or Rhys coming to find her. The reader never finds out who the 

driver is: “‘I’m retired,’ Nyx said – to the ocean, to the air, to Nasheen, to her visitor – and took 

her last drink” is what concludes The Bel Dame Apocrypha trilogy (ibid., 379). It is deliberately 

ambiguous. It might be a statement to one of her loved ones, or a token protest aimed at an 

assassin, but regardless of whom the visitor is, we know that it does not necessarily mean that Nyx 

is, in fact, retired. She was retired at the beginning of Rapture as well, and that didn’t stop her 

from going on her bloodiest rampage yet. 

 Ghost Spin ends similarly. Near the close of the novel, the two Lis that the reader follows 

has made detrimentally different decisions: the one who was detanked in order to fight pirates has 

reunited with a surviving part of Cohen downloaded into a human body and decided to give up 

her soldiering and try for the happy ending with him; the other Li, who went to New Allegheny 

to hunt for his killer, finds out that Cohen’s death was a suicide, staged as a protest against the 

way the UN abuses and controls their AIs. Following this, she decides to, with the help of a 

friendly police detective, track down and kill General Helen Nguyen with the ambition to topple 

her reign over UN space and usher in a future not controlled by the Ring-siders or defined by a 

never-ending war over the definition of the human. However, when she has the knife at Nguyen’s 

throat, she hesitates, thinking that without Nguyen, the entirety of UN space might collapse and 

taking millions of people with it. She falters: “She felt a spasm of fury at being thwarted like this 

[…] No payoff. No revenge. Nothing except the bitter pill of knowing that there is no right thing 

to do and that any way you play it the bad guys win […] Maybe the bad guys win because they 

have to. Or maybe the bad guys are what keeps everyone else alive” (Moriarty 2013, 546–547). 

As Li is standing there, the other Li shows up as well and when the first Li steps away, resigned to 

let Nguyen live, Nguyen grabs a hidden fléchette but as she aims it at the first Li, the second Li 

steps between them and Nguyen ends up killing her instead while the detective shoots Nguyen 

dead.  

Much as at the end of Rapture, we are introduced to the possibility of a different ending, 

of these characters stepping out of the action narrative, but at both turns they are thwarted. The 

second Li is ready to give up her career to live in heteronormative bliss with Cohen, but for some 
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reason she, too, inexplicably shows up at the final showdown. It seems almost a narrative 

impossibility that she should not be there, and instead of her happy ending she goes out in a blaze 

of glory protecting her other self. Likewise, the first Li tries to write herself out of the Gary 

Cooper-esque narrative she has constructed for herself by killing Nguyen as a way to start off a 

different future, but fails, and her thinking that “Maybe the bad guys are what keeps everyone 

else alive” is a direct echo and reiteration of the line about rough men she used to like so much. 

When the novel comes to a close and Router/Composer “as they stepped toward the waiting maw 

of the scattercaster” asks Li, “So what is the plan?” she, “with a sly smile,” replies, “Begin at the 

beginning […] and go on till you come to the end: then stop” (Moriarty 2013, 555). Just as with 

Nyx, the end of the Spin Trilogy leaves the reader hanging in regard to Li’s fate. Maybe the 

replicas of her stepping out of the scattercaster the second time around will live different kinds of 

lives in a different kind of world, or maybe they will keep playing out the same archetypal role of 

the action hero in iteration after iteration. Li’s final words, just as Nyx’s, simultaneously suggest 

an ending that circles back on itself into just another beginning and a definite break with what 

has come before. 

 This ambivalence, this refusal of letting go of the possible continuation of the action 

narrative even though both Li and Nyx have done everything they’ve done to help create a world 

in which people like them are no longer needed, could be read as the same reactionary insistence 

of archaic values of masculinity the action genre is often seen as upholding (Tasker 1993a). 

However, if the figure of the male hero turning/being turned away from civilization is a way to 

reclaim a supposed loss of male power, as Jeffords argues (Jeffords 1993), the figure of the queer, 

female hero doing the same holds different connotations. As I showed in the previous sections, 

female masculinity is about embodying the female body differently than as prescribed by the 

norms of femininity, but also about living the female body in a way that is understood as 

monstrous since it fails to uphold the straight line, and the framing of the masculine woman by 

the action narrative allows this monstrousness to be invested with value. In the depiction of Nyx 

and Li as masculine female heroes, the turning/being turned away from civilization mirrors the 

way their bodies are not encompassed by the skin of the social and heteronormative space, but 

imbues this disorientation with glory through the fantasy of the physical strong and self-reliant 

action body. 
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2.3.4 Conclusion 

In this section I examined how Nyx and Li’s masculinities is read through the framing of the 

action narrative. Using Tasker’s formulation of the action narrative as built on the spectacle of the 

hero’s body, I looked at what kind of depiction of female masculinity this generic form facilitates. 

I examined at how Nyx and Li are positioned in relation to the typical male action hero and how 

the metaphors of home and hell that are usually utilized in action-driven stories show how 

(masculine) bodies are valued differently depending on place and context. This functions to 

create a distinction between masculine power as located in the body or in social position, 

respectively. Following that I considered the action narrative/hero from the perspective of class 

and how the glorification of violence within my texts are not just about macho masculinity but 

also about constructing these stories as narratives of struggle. Through this Nyx and Li’s divergent 

bodies are given value as masculine. This means that Hurley and Moriarty’s action narratives are 

shaped as to not only show off Li and Nyx’s physicality as spectacle, but also to disrupt the 

heteronormative spaces that construct them as monstrous in order to imbue the disorientation of 

queer embodiment with glory rather than tragedy.     

 However, this distinction between bodily and societal power, as I have referred to it, is 

untenable, as well as is the idea of a self-reliant body outside of society. In the next section I look 

at how this paradox is handled within the texts by examining Nyx and Li as cyborgs and how the 

framework of (feminist) science fiction factors into the portrayal of their masculinity.   
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2.4 Out of the meat and into the machine 

In this section I use cyborg theory to examine how masculinity comes into being and becomes 

available also to non-male subjects through the novels’ science fictional settings. I first look at 

how these narratives produce masculinity as prosthetic; following this I examine how the trope of 

the self-reliant hero as outlined in the last section is explicitly contrasted with narratives of 

feminist science fiction, and finally I consider what kind of female masculinity this posthumanist 

envisioning of embodiment actually makes possible. 

 

2.4.1 Killing machines: Cyborg bodies and prosthetic masculinity 

The framing of the protagonists by the action-based narrative of The Bel Dame Apocrypha and 

the Spin Trilogy simultaneously solidifies and destabilizes the supposed natural relationship 

between the (male) body and power. This is a reoccurring element in action stories since the 

hugely muscular body of the standardized male action hero itself both inscribes and deconstructs 

the naturalization of male power – on one hand, the action narrative revels precisely in the 

spectacle of male power as magnificently embodied (as opposed to structural), but the hard-

muscled bodies paraded through these films also reveal the immense amount of work that has to 

go into creating and upholding that kind of physique in a way that undercuts any possibility of 

natural innateness (Tasker 1993a). Hurley and Moriarty’s texts further subvert this idea of the 

naturally powerful male body by investing female bodies with the kind of physically derived 

power usually reserved for men – while also simultaneously reinscribing the idea of masculine 

power as located in or extended from the body and as dependent upon physical strength. 

However, this supposed naturalization of the relationship between certain kinds of gendered 

bodies and power is further destabilized by the novels’ science fictional settings – as Haraway 

writes, “[t]he cyborgs populating feminist science fiction make very problematic the statuses of 

man or woman, human, artefact, member of a race, individual entity or body” (Haraway 1991, 

178). For Haraway, feminist science fiction provides a space for an alternative understanding of 

the human and of human embodiment – feminist science fiction repudiates narratives of 

wholeness for a view of the human as implicated in and mutually constituted by a network of 

relations that also includes the non-human by revealing the human/non-human dichotomy as 

constructed. 

The image opening God’s War of the woman warrior nonchalantly disregarding her 

womb and walking away, still bleeding, straight into a gunfight is not simply an equalization of 
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femininity and femaleness with weakness, and masculinization with empowerment, but rather, as 

I have shown, a multifaceted image of a queer subjectivity and bodily inhabitance. However, it is 

also a freeze-frame of an intricately complex network of discourse and matter within 

technoculture. In the previous section, I examined how the use of civilized/non-civilized spaces 

were utilized as a metaphor in the depiction of Nyx and Li’s queer embodiment and 

misalignment with heteronormativity, but from the view of the cyborg, any such division is 

another false dichotomy, since the cyborg is a concept in opposition to binary thinking (Haraway 

1991, 151).  

Tasker writes that the “confusion of nature and technology” is an ambivalence that 

many action stories struggle with and that this may “indicate a need to see the muscular body as 

more than a machine, as self-created rather than state-created […]” (Tasker 1993a, 125 [my 

emphasis]). This is an ambivalence that refuses to be resolved: Amanda Fernbach, looking at the 

motif of the male cyborg in science fiction film and literature, argues that the cyborg body 

inscribes masculinity in a prosthetic, technological, and thus constructed, register and in doing so 

decenters the male subject as a unitary whole. However, the way it is represented in mainstream 

science fiction is generally in a way that upholds and enforces the notion of hegemonic 

masculinity. It is a complex figure that, like Tasker’s traditional action hero, works to naturalize 

and fortify the construction of male power in a postmodern world, while at the same time it 

“suggests instead that masculinity is artificial and constructed – a performance that always 

depends on props” (Fernbach 2000, 238). Merrick similarly argues that “‘technology’ in sf can be 

read as both a signifier of masculinity, and also a site of cultural anxiety about gender” (Merrick 

2003, 245– 246). This ambiguous way of portraying the action hero is evident in my material as 

well. While Nyx and Li’s performances of masculinity are heavily dependent upon their bodily 

strength and stamina, it is the “props” that makes their masculinity possible – genetic and 

technological augmentation is one of the central means through which masculinity becomes 

available also to the kind of bodies that are not supposed to embody it within these novels.  

I have shown how female masculinity is built on an orientation away from femininity, 

but while it may to some extent find itself disoriented in heterosexual spaces, it is also a way of 

being at home in one’s body (Ahmed 2006). Halberstam argues that “as long as we define gender 

in terms of a binary system there will be boys and girls who cross-identify” (Halberstam 2004, 

205), and according to the logic of Moriarty and Hurley’s worlds, this is treated as a more or less 

self-evident fact, even if to cross-identify is not necessarily an easy life to lead. However, while 
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their masculinity is not shown as unproblematically lived, Nyx and Li do arrive at it rather easily. 

Where most of the literature on female masculinity is riddled with self-hate, anguished coming-

out processes and conversion attempts (Detloff 2010), Li and Nyx face relatively small hurdles in 

claiming their masculine identities.  

 Much of this ease may be attributed to the genre form and the possibilities for depicting 

embodiment and subjectivity beyond the boundaries of our current culture that feminist SF 

critics have pointed out as so central and important about the genre (Burr 1987; Rose 1994; Russ 

1995). In this case, this ease is dependent upon the portrayal of masculinity as made up of or 

accessed via props. Not only do Li and Nyx derive much of the physical strength their 

masculinity is so intimately wound up with from bodily augmentations, but their doing of 

masculinity is also reliant on objects such as weaponry. Neale writes that much as with the female 

object in Mulvey’s theory of the male gaze, action scenes within the action film likewise stop the 

narrative to showcase the hero’s body (Neale 1993). This brief stopping of the plot is prevalent in 

Hurley and Moriarty’s works as well, as I have already discussed, and there are several instances 

where the narrative all but comes to a halt to give the reader a detailed description not just of the 

protagonists, but also their gear. In the scene where Nyx and Rhys are visiting the Queen, they 

have to disarm before entering. Rhys hands over his two pistols, but 
 
[w]atching Nyx disarm was a more drawn-out affair. There was the sword she kept 
strapped to her back, her pistol, her whip, the garroting wire she kept strung in her 
dhoti, the bullets sewn into her burnous, the bullets strung around her neck. The 
dagger strapped to her thigh, the pistol strapped to the opposite calf, the three poisoned 
needles she kept in her hair. He noted that she kept the garroting wire she used to tie 
her sandals, but she pulled out the razor blades tucked into her soles. (Hurley 2011, 
79–80) 

 

Nyx is literally holding up both the whole procession and the plot. The monotonous listing of 

her equipment is obviously a self-aware acknowledgement of precisely this trope, but it 

furthermore shows that it is not only the body itself that becomes a spectacle within the action 

narrative, but also its props. There are several similar scenes in the Spin Trilogy, most notably, 

perhaps, when Li has been coerced by a private actor into doing a difficult, high-risk mission to 

steal classified equipment and “[h]er mood improved briefly” only when she goes through her 

gear before the drop. During the two-page description of Li unpacking her weapons and suiting 

up we learn that it “took an hour and forty minutes to unpack the lot and get it serviceable. It 

was the best hour and forty minutes of the last few weeks. If this was what the supply side of 

being private muscle was like, Li thought, she could get used to it” (Moriarty 2004, 424). In 
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addition to her new, shiny gear, Li also brings her beloved handgun which she has smuggled with 

her, even though it is not necessary for the mission: “She swam back to the cargo hold, 

unwrapped the Beretta, field-cleaned it, and loaded it, grunting with satisfaction at the clean, 

familiar snap of the ammo clip engaging the firing mechanism […] She […] tucked the Beretta 

into the pocket holster of the pressure suit […] ‘Just in case,’ she whispered” (ibid., 425). These 

long-winded descriptions of the weapons and gear Nyx and Li use is made into a part of the 

spectacle of the action hero in a way that doesn’t seem to threaten the illusion of the distinction 

between the self- and state-created hero (Tasker 1993a). Recalling how Li saw Ash’s post-

pregnancy stretch marks and likened them to “the notches on a gun barrel” (Moriarty 2007, 

333), this suggests an extension of the concept of embodiment to include not only the physical 

body itself, but also the objects it interacts with. 

 In her work on drag king embodiment, Hanson uses Karen Barad’s theory of 

posthuman performativity and her concept of intra-activity to show how the props – such as faux 

facial hair, a sock down the pants, bound breasts – that the kings use to put on their performance 

need to be understood not simply as portable semiotic signifiers of masculinity, but inherently 

part of the embodiment of masculinity. The majority of Hanson’s interview subjects identifies as 

masculine women both on and off the stage and for them there is no “inner/outer dimension” in 

their performance of masculinity but rather “a dynamic fusion” (Hanson 2007, 96 [emphasis in 

original]). Olovsdotter Lööv in her study of drag kings likewise found that drag kinging for her 

subjects extends far beyond the stage (Olovsdotter Lööv 2014). According to Hanson this means 

that “such ‘artefacts’ might be considered carnal, as being part of the body, ‘felt’ through the 

body, and as having particular significance and meaning(s), because they are produced on and 

through this body” (Hanson 2007, 92). Upholding a clear distinction between ‘surface’ and the 

‘real’ body is for Hanson untenable – embodiment is shaped and re-shaped in the intra-action 

between subject, body and non-human agents. Again, masculinity is to a large extent dependent 

upon props and semiotic signs, but that doesn’t make it any less real or embodied. The long, 

descriptive passages of Nyx and Li’s handling of weapons, then, function so as to inscribe them 

with semiotic markers of masculinity and upholding the tropes of the action narrative, but while 

masculinity is transferred through objects such as guns or swords, it can not be reduced to these 

objects; they ‘transfer’ masculinity not in themselves but through the significance attached to 

them and through the ways these objects produce Nyx and Li as embodied subjects. 
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In a critique of the cyborg myth, Cynthia Springer argues that although Haraway’s 

cyborg is “a far cry from the aggressive fortified [militaristic] cyborg, both visions suggest an 

idealized state of computer existence that rectifies the inadequacies and injustices of 

contemporary human life” (Springer 1994, 163). Springer argues that the cyborg is problematic 

since it postulates technology as an escapist solution to social hierarchies and power asymmetries. 

The extrapolations beyond the limitations of our current society that feminist science fiction 

performs are often, though not always or necessarily, portrayed as being facilitated precisely by 

technological development. In other words, Springer is not wrong about the part technology 

plays in feminist reimaginings of possible futures, but it is also important to remember that this 

centering of technology is also a way of criticizing this idea in much the same way as Springer 

does (Cranny-Francis 1998, 77). The image of the technofetishistic male cyborg, in which 

technology is represented not only as a vehicle of male power but also as a way of transcending or 

escaping the meat of the organic body (Fernbach 2000, 238) is a recurring trope of mainstream 

SF that feminist science fiction routinely takes to task by instead bringing the material body as 

situated in technoculture to the forefront (Merrick 2011). 

Even as technology undoubtedly is glorified as part of the spectacle of the action body in 

Hurley and Moriarty’s texts, this view is also challenged. The first few lines of Spin State read: 

“They cold-shipped her out, flash-frozen, body still bruised from last-minute upgrades” (Moriarty 

2004, 3). Positioned as the object of the sentence and shipped around by an omnipresent “they,” 

Li is made into just a piece of machinery, to be upgraded and tinkered with as needed. Not only 

does this opening sentence immediately establish Li as a cyborg and the relations of body, mind, 

human and machine which it implicates, then, but it also complicates the narrative of self-reliant 

individualism upon which both the traditional action hero and the militaristic cyborg is built. If 

technology does in some way function as an escapist way to rework the gendered body itself 

rather than the structures that produces it as binary, it simultaneously also reinscribes it into that 

very system of control and exploitation – the non-networked cyborg is, after all, an oxymoron 

(Haraway 1990). Li and Nyx’s cyborg bodies reveal masculinity as prosthetic, but they also work 

to reject the humanist, liberalist understanding of the human not only as extended from the 

white, male, heterosexual, able-bodied Western subject but also as an autonomous and self-reliant 

entity with clear-cut boundaries in regards to the self and its position in the world (Haraway 

1990; Vint 2007).  
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Interestingly enough, the depiction of Li and Nyx as killing machines draws on these 

two narratives at once – the opposition between Nyx and Li’s queer embodiment and sexualities 

and heteronormative time and space as synonymous with civilization is sustained through the 

novels even as they simultaneously show this opposition to be false. Nyx and Li are literally envisioned 

as state-created machines, wired to their teeth with tech and genetically augmented to be able to 

travel across space and survive on worlds that are not Earth, as well as the kind of 

soldier/mercenary lives they lead. In other words, the heroic cyborg body is understood as a self-

reliant entity and firmly situated in and constituted by its surrounding material world. How do 

these narratives co-exist within Moriarty and Hurley’s texts and their portrayal of female 

masculinity? 

 

2.4.2 Perish the thought!: The escape to the body 

As I have already shown, the body is central in the depictions of Nyx and Li as well as 

fundamentally important to their own sense of self as masculine women. It is a body, however, 

that is marked as inhuman in more than one way – through the way the masculine female body 

becomes monstrous through its queer misalignment within heteronormative space and time, as 

well as by the fact that Nyx and Li’s bodies are literally part machine. However, humans do not 

become kin to technology within technoculture only through direct corporeal fusion, but also 

through the way the interlocking systems of capitalism, industrialism, and imperialism work to 

produce and mobilize human bodies like machinery (Haraway 1990). Or as L. Timmel 

Duchamp writes in her review of Ghost Spin: Moriarty’s Spin Trilogy “explores what happens 

when the lines between commodity and labor are blurred” (Timmel Duchamp, 2013). Vint, in 

her discussion of posthuman embodiment in science fiction literature, shows that the body is a 

contested and often problematic site of self in these kinds of narratives (Vint 2007). This holds 

true for Moriarty and Hurley’s texts. At one point the reader learns that Li before her first combat 

drop got a look at her own genetic code and implants, and from that moment realized that she 

was one of the “beasts of burden […] The universal working animal of the interstellar age” 

(Moriarty 2004, 272). As a construct and a wired soldier, Li has not simply become a killing 

machine, but been made into one by her circumstances and the marginalization she suffers 

because of her class, race, and gender, as much as her augmentations.  

As a bel dame, Nyx has a bug implanted in her head that, in case of her death, makes 

sure that she can be resurrected since bel dames are considered too valuable to be allowed to die. 
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This is another reiteration of how Nyx, when it comes down to it, really is just so much meat, 

constituted as an instrument to be used as a means to an end. Here the worldbuilding works to 

further emphasize this point in the way Hurley’s depiction of her world’s technology blurs the 

boundary between machine and organism:  
 
There were a couple of broken hoses and a giant red gash in the cistern that bled bug 
juice and lube. She could work a temporary patch, but from the look of all the dead and 
the dying beetles floating in the pooling organic feed at her feet, she wasn’t going to 
have much of a colony to work with, and she needed more coagulant. The gash in the 
cistern wasn’t healing over right. (Hurley 2011, 122) 

 

This scene of Nyx fixing up her car reads more like the patching up of a wounded body than an 

engine. The choice to depict bugs and other unspecified organic materials that grow, change and 

bleed being used in and as everything from clothing and weaponry to vehicles, infrastructure and 

household items provides direct parallels in the way through which human bodies are similarly 

mobilized as meat-as-machine to be (ab)used and discarded and patched up if they break down. 

The portrayal of Li and Nyx as cyborgs works to situate and implicate them in their respective 

worlds and does so in a way that questions the apparent status of the category of human as a 

sovereign entity (Haraway 1990). This puts Hurley and Moriarty into the long tradition of 

feminist science fiction writers using the genre to deconstruct the male, white, Western norm of 

the human subject and to grapple with questions of (gendered) embodiment within 

technoculture (Merrick 2011). How, then, does this narrative of self-reliant individualism, 

understood as detrimentally opposed to the deconstructive possibilities of feminist science fiction, 

function within these narratives? 

Here I want to recall the body as material-semiotic and the cyborg as the product of 

fiction as much as fact (Haraway 1990, 1998). That myth-making and narrative are the building 

blocks of not only culture but sentience itself is another well-established trope in science fiction8 

that Moriarty continues. Where Hurley challenges the category of the human through the 

confusion of the dichotomy of meat/machine, Moriarty does this similarly through the way 

sentience is found in organisms and machines alike, namely in both human and artificial 

intelligence. In a flashback to the birth/installation of the warship-AI Ada, who, just like Li, has 

been created into a weapon, we learn that every AI has a “memory palace” functioning as the core 

of their identity. The memory palace is essentially a story, “a story that Ada told herself in order 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8 See for example Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? (1968) by Philip K. Dick, “Silently and Very Fast” (2011) by 
Catherynne Valente, and Ancillary Justice (2013) by Ann Leckie. 
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to understand who she was and what she was for. And it was the story that the AI designers […] 

told to Ada. A story to teach her, a story to help her, a story to control her” (Moriarty 2013, 135 [my 

emphasis]). Where Ada uses the historical figure of Ada Lovelace9 as the platform of her identity-

making and her understanding of her way being in the world, Li similarly platforms her identity 

on the Gary Cooper-esque narrative of being the rough (wo)man who keeps other people safe. It 

is the way through which she understands her own position in the world, her way of orienting 

herself in temporal as well as physical space and the possibilities it simultaneously affords and 

denies her. 

Nyx does this as well. When she is yet again kidnapped by bel dames near the close of 

God’s War, she sits in her cell, tired and wounded after yet another fight, and feels sorry for 

herself: “Nyx had wanted to be the hero of her own life. Things hadn’t turned out that way. 

Sometimes she thought maybe she could be the hero of someone else’s life, but there was no one 

who cared enough about her to keep her that close. Hell, there was nobody she’d let that close. 

No one wanted a hero who couldn’t even save herself” (Hurley 2011, 253). It is on the archetype 

and narrative trajectory of the hero figure that Nyx makes sense of her circumstances and her 

place in them. The action narrative, then, is not only what structures the plot and the writing of 

the protagonists, but the figure of the hero also functions as the means through which Li and Nyx 

make sense of themselves as subjects, as masculine women, as inhabitants of technoculture. The 

narrative of the self-made hero is, thus, revealed, not necessarily as false, but as artificial – as just 

another prop making up the performance of masculinity.  

Vint writes that “the desire for an authentic self beneath the twin influences of biology 

and circumstance is a seemingly hopeless ideal, yet not an ideal that we are quick to abandon” 

(Vint 2007, 5). Nyx and Li use the narrative of the self-reliant hero as their way to craft their 

authentic selves, which, in turn, shape and mark their material bodies. Failed hero or not, Nyx’s 

body still gives evidence to this story: “[H]er ragged face, scarred throat, and mismatched skin 

said volumes about who and what she was – and why nobody should fuck with her” (Hurley 

2012, 77). The action narrative is literally embodied; etched into Nyx’s skin as her own history.  

Li, furthermore, has to contend with the fact that her history – and, with it, her identity 

– has been slowly slipping away from her over the years: “[J]ump long enough and everything 

you knew, everything that was you, flowed out of the meat and into the machine as inexorably as 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9 Ada Lovelace (1815–1853) was a mathematical pioneer, often cited as the first ever computer programmer (NE, 
2017). 
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sand slipping through an hourglass” (Moriarty 2004, 38). With her memories unavailable to her 

– not to mention subject to tinkering from her superiors – her identity-making has to be centered 

around the body since the only parts of her history she can keep track of are the ones literally 

written on her flesh:  

 
She had gotten the tattoo along with her whole platoon sometime during the wild week 
of drinking that had followed her first live-fire action. The names of her fellow initiates 
had slipped out of soft memory, but she still felt the cold sharp sting of the needle […] 
Li twisted to get a glimpse of the blue letters […] She grinned, acutely aware of the 
clichéd ridiculousness of the tattoo. ‘Perish the thought!’ (Moriarty 2004, 274) 

 

The tattoo, probably intended as a sort of good-luck charm against the probability of being killed 

in action10, is also a very literal inscription of the way Li’s thoughts – her sense of her own 

personal history – is slowly being lost and reclaimed only through the way it marks her body.  

However, Li is not simply losing her history – she actively shies away from it. Moriarty 

uses Li and Cohen’s relationship and their very different sense of embodiment – Li, the soldier 

“who had no memories”, and Cohen, the “machine who had nothing but memories” (Moriarty 

2007, 320) and whose only brush with corporeality is through renting and temporarily inhabiting 

the bodies of young, rich people – as a clear point of comparison. When Li and Cohen have to 

merge their minds/networks during a mission, Li is profoundly disturbed by Cohen’s wealth of 

memories: “How could anyone – any ten people – have that many memories? What a weight of 

the past to be buried under” (Moriarty 2004, 467 [my emphasis]). Cohen is the oldest AI in 

history, but he is also obsessed with Earth and its history – particularly Europe and old European 

culture. He styles his virtual spaces based on epochs of European history and uses 19th century 

British literature and poetry to platform his sentience and identity. Cohen’s gendered and 

racialized status is complicated due to his ability to switch between bodies and incorporate new 

networks and sentiences (human or otherwise) into his personality and the fact that he, as an AI, 

is essentially a corporate-owned commodity. However, his (lack of) embodiment as well as his 

intimate linkage to Western colonial history makes him representative for the privileged 

disembodiment inherent in the construction of maleness and whiteness – especially when 

compared to Li. The “weight” of Cohen’s past represents the weight of history that has literally 

constructed Li as racialized, classed, female, and queer, and equaled her existence to a 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
10 Merriam Webster English Dictionary defines ”perish the thought” as an idiom that is ”used to say that something 
will not happen or that one hopes that something will not happen.” 
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commodity. Thus, “perish the thought!” is for Li an attempt to escape the weight of the history 

that has marked her as Other through a retreat to the body. 

Nyx is likewise the product of the grand narrative of technoscientific expansion 

(Haraway 1997) and, like Li, “she didn’t much care what came before her” (Hurley 2014, 45). 

She insists vehemently on the idea that “You make who you are. It’s for nobody else to decide 

[…] If I learned any damn fucking thing in my life, it’s that” (Hurley 2012, 113 [emphasis in 

original]). Just like Li, Nyx maps selfhood through an escape to the body that builds on the 

narrative of the self-reliant subject in an attempt to unmoor herself from a history and present 

that has constituted her as little more than an instrument. Which, ironically, ultimately only 

works to re-inscribe her into the order of capitalist logic in which bodies – and, by extension, 

people – have to ‘earn their keep’ to hold value. These strategies of laying claim to the notion of 

authentic selfhood that Li and Nyx employ cannot be anything other than ultimately ineffectual, 

because the bodies that they escape are not only marked by their hardships and triumphs, but also 

tells the story of the forces of patriarchal, imperialist, heterosexist control (and possibilities of 

subversive empowerment) that are at play within technoculture. 

Hurley and Moriarty’s texts thus engage with the supposedly conflicting narratives of 

feminist and technofetishistic science fiction, by showing how their protagonists employ the latter 

as a way of structuring their own identities and to understand their place in the world, even as the 

worldbuilding draws on the former. This ultimately reveals the artificiality of the masculinist 

narrative of self-reliance and individualism, even as it provides an alternative feminist 

understanding of embodiment within technoculture. This feminist understanding instead offers 

as perspective of how the differences of gender, sexuality, race and class are artificially produced as 

natural within technoculture in ways that simultaneously reaffirm and challenge the construction 

of those boundaries and the power structures they uphold. 

 

2.4.3 Still don’t have the power?: Female masculinity and power 

I have shown the various ways through which masculinity becomes available to the female subject 

in these narratives, and how the constitution of masculinity becomes evident when performed by 

a non-male body (Halberstam 1998a). Above I discussed how this makes masculinity visible as 

constructed and artificial rather than natural, as well as maintained by props and a narrative of 

self-reliance that do not realistically exist. This, then, further begs the question of what kind of 

masculinity that becomes available to these bodies within my texts. Paechter argues that 
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Halberstam’s work focuses too closely on the appropriation of dominant forms of masculinity by 

women and doesn’t “seem to consider that some women might identify positively with a range of 

subordinate masculinities” (Paechter 2006, 261). Arguably, Paechter’s criticism doesn’t seem to 

contend with the fact that even when seemingly performed in the same way, male and female 

masculinity are not equivalent, since “when women appropriate masculine styles the element of 

travesty produces new significance and meaning” (Rubin 1992, 469). The question of dominant 

and subordinate masculinity, then, cannot be directly translated from how it interacts with male 

masculinity. However, Paechter’s criticism do point to one important question: when and how 

do female masculinity become immediately visible as such? Rubin argues that the most 

recognizable kind of butch masculinity is the one based on “white, working-class, youthful 

masculinity” (Rubin 1992, 469). Moreover, Crawley has shown that working-class lesbians are 

more likely to identify as butch than their middle-class counterparts (Crawley 2001). My 

material, likewise, posit working-class masculinity as being central in the doing of female 

masculinity – it is working-class masculinity Nyx and Li both embody and are semiotically 

inscribed with. Even as the novels reveal masculinity as prosthetic and thus easily available to 

non-male bodies, this availability is apparently not all-encompassing.  

In Infidel, after Nyx has been resurrected and is finally cleared of the contagion that’s 

been weakening her for the past months, she spars with one of her teammates and while she feels 

“faster and stronger” she laments that she “[s]till don’t have the power […] No muscle behind it.” 

Her teammate instantly assures her that “It’ll get there” (Hurley 2014, 313). For Nyx, a strong, 

fast, well-muscled body proficient in the use of violence – a way of inhabiting one’s body coded 

very much as masculine and working-class – is the default. It is also understood as rather easily 

accessible to Nyx – even after her extended illness, her muscle strength and power will soon 

simply “get there.” Again, masculinity to some extent become synonymous with muscle strength, 

a prop Nyx can easily appropriate, and one which is furthermore intimately bound up with the 

image of masculine dominance.  

Notably, this very much coincides precisely with the image of hegemonic masculinity: 

“This is not to say that the most visible bearers of hegemonic masculinity are always the most 

powerful people,” as Connell writes of the concept of hegemonic masculinity (Connell 1995, 77). 

According to her, pop cultural representations of masculinity – of which the action hero is a 

central one – are an integral part of the construction of hegemonic masculinity even as it is not 

necessarily modeled on the kind of masculinities that lay claim to the greatest deal of structural 
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power (ibid.). As I have shown in previous sections, Nyx’s muscle-bound body does give her a fair 

amount of power and privilege in certain spaces, but the kind of masculine power that for 

example Rhys enjoys in Tirhan eludes her because it is bound up in a completely different kind of 

masculine performance than Nyx is able to emulate. If working-class coded, muscle-bound, 

aggressive masculinity is the most readily accessible image of hegemonic masculinity, then its 

availability to female subjects makes sense. Firstly, its status as the go-to image of dominant 

masculinity makes it into a gender performance that is hard to reconcile with femininity and thus 

easy to read as masculine even when performed by a non-male body. Secondly, on a 

representational level, it has easily distinguished characteristics to be appropriated. If we return to 

Fernbach’s male cyborg, this means that it does not primarily reveal masculinity in general or in 

itself as artifice built on props, but rather a specific subset of it – namely working-class 

masculinity. This, then, makes this particular performance of masculinity readily available to 

female subjects.  

Furthermore, studies on female masculinity has shown that the hardness and roughness 

associated with butches developed not only because it grew out of a working class environment, 

but also because butch identity is built in tandem with the need to defend against homophobic 

and misogynistic violence (Lapovsky Kennedy & Davis 1992, 77; Crawley 2001, 179; Kuru-

Utumpala 2013, 160). In other words, it has its source not only in the emulation of male 

masculinity, but also in the specific circumstances of the intersection between female masculinity 

and queer sexuality. I already discussed this in regard to the scene where Li has to defend herself 

against Kintz’s violence, but its also evident in the way both Li and Nyx, at certain points, have 

men looking at them and savoring the thought of their vulnerability.  

This also comes across near the end of Spin State, when Li and Kintz has another 

confrontation down in the mines when he finds her wounded and unarmed and attempts to rape 

her. Li fights him off and kills him, but during the drawn-out brawl, he begins insulting her 

again: “‘You fucking digger bitch […] Fucking stinking dirty half-breed cunt!’” In reply, Li 

laughs: “She didn’t know where the laugh came from, but suddenly it all seemed pathetically 

ridiculous, from Kintz’s tired insults to the fact that they were fighting for the same planet both 

their ancestors had wasted lifetimes trying to escape from” (Moriarty 2004, 569). This scene is 

interesting, because it yet again reproduces a lot of the things I have shown integral to Moriarty 

and Hurley’s portrayals of Nyx and Li as masculine women. It showcases Li’s stamina, toughness 

and sheer physical strength in the way she fights off Kintz – who has already bested her once – 
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even while injured. She also goads him by insulting his lack of “balls” and military career (ibid.). 

In winning the fight, Li’s masculine performance seems almost to ‘trump’ Kintz and her own 

masculinity is thus established. Even so, the fight itself takes place down at the bottom of a mine, 

a symbolic choice of site linked to hard, exploitative, class-based labor, which ultimately infuses 

their conflict and Li’s ostensible win with futility. Like the entirety of these texts, this scene reads 

as highly ambiguous – it insists and focuses on masculinity as derived from physical strength even 

as it complicates the idea that this kind of masculinity stands in direct relation to power. I have 

discussed how female masculinity presents a challenge to male masculinity: “[…] butch 

masculinity sits in an uncomfortable and antagonistic relation to hegemonic masculinity and, 

therefore, challenges the privilege of masculinity as being accorded to men,” as Nguyen writes 

(Nguyen 2008, 674). Crawley likewise argues that “butches are not seeking dominant status over 

fems. Rather […] butches are pursuing masculine status at the expanse of dominant, heterosexual 

men” (Crawley 2001, 192). From the view of my material, this holds true, but the challenge 

female masculinity presents to male masculinity and male power is portrayed as highly 

situational. Female masculinity challenges the supposed natural linkage between men and 

masculinity as well as individual men’s dominance in specific arenas, but seemingly comes up 

short against systematic power.  

 

2.4.4 Conclusion 

In this section I examined how the science fictional framework of the stories are utilized in the 

portrayal of Nyx and Li’s masculinities. Masculinity in these novels comes across as prosthetic, 

which unmoors it from any biological basis and makes it rather easily available to non-male 

bodies. Additionally, following Haraway’s understanding of the subject/body as material-

semiotic, the props that make up Nyx and Li’s masculinities are not only physical objects or 

bodily augmentations, but also the narrative of heroic individualism Nyx and Li themselves use to 

form their sense of self. This narrative is used as part of the portrayal of Nyx and Li as masculine 

women even as the stories insist that Nyx and Li are not simply self-made, but produced by the 

matrices of control and exploitation that is the hallmark of technoculture as well as heterosexist 

and imperialist mobilization of bodies.  

This further complicates the already complex link between female masculinity and 

power. In the final part of this section I examined this further, by looking at what the close 

entanglement between female masculinity and working-class-coded masculinity means in these 
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stories. This revealed that the availability of masculinity within the posthuman worlds of Hurley 

and Moriarty’s seem to be limited to a specific performance of masculinity that ties in with the 

most readily available image of hegemonic masculinity. However, such attributes do not become 

part of performance of female masculinity only because it emulates male masculinity, but also as a 

defense against male violence. From this view, female masculinity’s challenge to systematic power 

relations is limited, even as it become challenging to male masculinity in the way it questions its 

presumed naturalness.  
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3. Conclusion 
The purpose of this thesis was to examine and explore the ways through which female 

masculinity, as performed by the trilogies’ respective protagonist, is represented and constructed 

in the texts. I wanted to understand how the embodiment of female masculinity is represented in 

these action-driven science fiction stories, and how this intersects with the genre form. I found 

that female masculinity emerges in this text as an orientation away from heteronormativity in the 

way it is represented to coincide with queer sexuality and furthermore as a re-orientation of 

female embodiment. This is not only present in the way Nyx and Li are described and presented 

in the text, but also mirrored in the way they are temporally and spatially positioned within the 

plot and physical space – they are oriented away from the idea of home, which becomes marked 

as a heteronormative space, and toward the continued movement through narrative and space, a 

process through which gendered norms are destabilized. 

From this, I understand Nyx and Li as oriented toward masculinity foremost as a way of 

embodiment, not male power or privilege. This way of embodiment is not a rejection of the 

female body itself, but rather a way of inhabiting it differently and in opposition to 

heteronormative mobilization of female bodies. However, it does emerge as an orientation away 

from femininity as an embodied practice. By this I do not want to suggest that doing femininity 

as a woman or female subject is always in line with heteronormativity, because, as queer-

theoretical inquiries into femme and femininities have shown, that is not the case (Dahl 2008; 

Österholm 2012; Chamberland 2016). What I am suggesting, then, is that the rejection of 

femininity seemingly inherent in female masculinity is a complex issue that primarily involves the 

rejection of femininity as a compulsory practice/identity rather than femininity in itself, even if 

there may be overlap.  

That femininity is, in fact, compulsory for women is – ironically enough – emphasized 

no more clearly than by the UK covers of Hurley’s novels. As I discussed in the introduction, 

these covers sport a figure that more closely recalls the typical image of the action heroine than its 

actual protagonist. Even as the text refuses to infer femininity as a natural or foundational quality 

of Nyx’s in the manner usually done in depictions of action heroines (Tasker 1993a), the covers 

still manage to do so. This can be linked to the way female masculinity is continuously erased in 

our cultural landscape (Halberstam 1998a; Ciasullo 2001). In this thesis I have largely focused on 

how and through which means female masculinity emerges and is represented in these texts and 
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what kind of understanding of female masculinity we can take from them, but I also want to 

stress that they are important as rare images of masculine women in popular culture. While I do 

agree with Noble about the importance of paying attention to and understanding female and 

male masculinity as interdependent rather than completely separate entities (Noble 2004), I 

would also suggest that the reason female masculinity is, as my material clearly shows, so closely 

modeled on male masculinity is because cultural images of female masculinity are extremely few 

and far between – and, if available, largely linked to tragedy, suffering, and pain (Detloff 2010). 

 Here the generic framework of the texts plays an important role in the portrayal of 

Nyx and Li’s masculinities. Not only does it make masculinity apparent as prosthetic and thus 

available to the non-male body, but also because it imbues this failure of gender conforming with 

glory. It is through the novels’ science fictional setting and action-driven plot that Nyx and Li’s 

non-gender conforming and disorientation within heteronormative time and space becomes not 

merely possible, but also valued. Through this it becomes obvious how certain performances of 

masculinity thus become dominant in specific places – in my analysis I have shown that Nyx and 

Li doubtlessly derive power from their masculinity, but that it is highly circumscribed and 

context-bound due to the fact that it is performed by a body on which masculinity is not 

supposed to belong and due to this masculinity being a working-class kind of masculinity. By this 

I conclude that from the view of my material, female masculinity primarily challenges the 

supposed natural linkage between men and masculinity, rather than the structural systems of 

power that grants male masculinity gender-based dominance. 

 Finally, I want to draw attention to the fact that in my material, the genre 

framework’s function as a “dream laboratory” (Rose 1994, 228) draws not only specifically on a 

tradition of feminist science fiction, but also very much on tropes developed in so-called 

malestream science fiction as well as action cinema. Merrick has criticized feminist literature 

critics for their exclusion of feminist science fiction from the category of feminist literature and 

writing. If science fictional works are acknowledged at all, it is generally done, according to 

Merrick, by insisting that if it is feminist it cannot also be science fiction: “Often, it is assumed 

that a successful feminist subversion means that the genre form itself has been transcended […] 

that it is no longer ‘genre fiction’ but feminist fiction […] a truly feminist text will break the 

confines of genre conventions and pass over the literary border into the realm of ‘real’ literature” 

(Merrick 2011, 36). Any supposed feminist work that does not transcend its generic framework is 

reproducing the patriarchal narratives inherent in the genre form, is the logic.  
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Merrick’s discussion focuses primarily on the view of feminist science fiction put 

forth by feminist literature criticism. I would like to add, however, that a similar logic is at play in 

much feminist SF criticism in the way feminist science fiction is understood as fundamentally 

other to mainstream science fiction. Much feminist SF criticism is done precisely on how feminist 

science fiction transcends not the genre itself, perhaps, but at least its tropes and narratives (see 

Donawerth 1997; Bonnevier 2005). I do not in any way wish to dismiss the important 

interventions feminist science fiction has done into the genre precisely by subverting and 

deconstructing conservative, masculinist narratives and offer feminist alternatives. However, from 

my analysis it becomes apparent that the subversive interventions done by feminist and queer 

science fiction into the genre hinges not solely on the transcendence of its generic tropes, but by a 

continuous movement between deconstruction and reproduction of them. The subversive 

potential in the depiction of Nyx and Li is found just as much in the ways they conform to the 

conventional action hero as in the ways they diverge from it, to take one example.  

Much in the same way as masculinity emerges as alternative but masculinity 

nonetheless when embodied by a female subject, science fiction is transformed, rather than 

transcended, when engaged as a feminist and/or queer dream laboratory. That the possibilities for 

unlimited feminist extrapolation science fiction supposedly offers at least to some extent still has 

to engage with and hinges upon already established tropes and narratives within the genre is 

something that requires closer attention in feminist SF criticism. Moreover, my thesis shows that 

science fiction literature can be a productive space for representations of female masculinity, but 

it is a space that still needs to be mapped out. Further research is needed on how female 

masculinity in science fiction interacts with race, sexuality, and functionality, as well as what kind 

of representations of masculine women different kinds of science fictional narratives enable.  
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