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Abstract 
The Swedish sci-fi drama TV series Real Humans (original title in Swedish: 
Äkta människor) can be viewed as a playground for trying out imagined 
possible future human-robot relationships that can tell us something regarding 
ideas about possible futures for being human. In the paper, representations 
of transhumansexual relationships are explored, specifically how these 
representations reproduce and possibly challenge notions of being human. Three 
articulations of transhumansexual relationships are identified: authenticity, legal 
subjectivity, and failure of heterosexuality. The negotiations of being human take 
place in three different discourses – a heteronormative and humanonormative 
discourse on gender and sexuality, a biological discourse, and a citizenship 
discourse. Transhumansexuals and hubots in transhumansexual relationships are 
humanized – anthropomorphized – and made more intelligible as human(-like) 
beings. However, the quest to make transhumansexual relationships intelligible as 
something human tends to (hetero- and humano-)normalize the queer potential 
of transhumansexual relationships. 
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Introduction
Real Humans is a Swedish sci-fi drama TV series broadcast from 2012 to 2014 by 
the Swedish public service television company (Sveriges Television). The series 
takes place in what the co-creator of the show, Lars Lundström, has referred to as 
a Swedish “parallel present”: a contemporary Swedish society with the difference 
that hubots – a neologism based on the words human and robot capturing the 
human -likeness of the robots on the series – are an integral part of people’s 
everyday lives:

[T]he artificial human has come into its own. Robots no longer have 
anything robot-like about them. […] The Human Robot (HUBOT) has 
also given rise to new problems and dilemmas. […] As an evergrowing 
number of people form relationships with hubots, the boundaries 
between human and machine become blurred. When humans make 
copies of themselves, which are so close to the real thing they form 
emotional bonds, the question arises – What does it really mean to be 
”human”? (IMDB, n.p)

The relationships between humans and hubots are crucial in the series and raise 
existential questions about what kinds of relationships between humans and 
hubots are possible and socially acceptable, what rights and responsibilities the 
hubots have, and ultimately what it means to be human.

Science fiction film has a long history of portraying relationships between 
humans and machines, where science fiction is one of the main arenas for dealing 
with interactions between humans, non-humans, and human-like non-humans 
– an ”important ethical laboratory to (re)imagine and play with human-machine 
relationships, modes of being human, or understandings of human nature” 
(Ornella 2015: 337). Lundström’s quote and his idea of Real Humans as depicting 
a parallel present of close relationships between humans and hubots works well 
with what Alexander Ornella refers to as an ethical laboratory – (re)imagining 
and playing with human-hubot relationships and notions of being human. 
Aino-Kaisa Koistinen refers to Real Humans as ”one of the most intriguing sf 
series dealing with the boundaries of human and nonhuman beings that has been 
produced since the re-imagined Battlestar Galactica” (Koistinen 2015: 417-418). 
Malin Ideland and Tora Holmberg bring forward the potential of Real Humans 
to function as a ”thought-figure” for imagining what society might look like with 
advanced robot technology (Ideland & Holmberg 2014).

In this paper, Real Humans is analyzed as a playground for trying out imagined 
future human-robot relationships (cf. Åkesson 1996, Goode & Godhe 2017) and 
ideas about possible future meanings of being human (Goode & Godhe 2017, 
Goode 2018).
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The presence of hubots in humans’ everyday lives in Real Humans and the 
issues these interactions and relationships raise have been previously analyzed 
by scholars, including studies of difference-making processes between humans 
and hubots through their material corporeality (Hallqvist 2018), privilege and 
inequality in paid and unpaid domestic work (Yang 2018), care work (Koistinen 
2016), immigration and citizenship (Hellstrand, Koistinen & Orning 2019), 
notions of race (Yang 2018), the relationship between human-like robots, fiction 
and science (Mountfort 2018), and female androids and machine cuteness 
(Leyda 2017). However, previous research on Real Humans has not analyzed 
transhumansexual relationships – humans who are only attracted to hubots 
– and the negotiations of being human that these relationships entail. Real 
Humans has the potential to both reproduce and challenge heteronormativity and 
humanonormativity – where the object of desire for a human must be another 
human (cf. Motschenbacher 2014, Cole 2013, Mountfort 2018). Hence, the aim of 
this paper is to explore representations of transhumansexual relationships and how 
these representations reproduce and possibly challenge notions of being human in 
Real Humans, with a particular focus on the transhumansexual relationship of the 
human character Tobias and the hubot character Mimi. 

People’s increased everyday contacts with technology, especially human-like 
technology, are characterized by the fact that people tend to attribute technology 
with human characteristics (Turkle 1984). This can lead to what N. Katherine 
Hayles calls a two-cycle phenomenon where humans attribute technology with 
human-like traits and then mirror themselves in those technologies, which affects 
their perceptions of what being human means (Hayles 2005). This tendency is also 
evident in portrayals of human-like technology in science fiction, where robots 
have gone from posing a threat to humanity to asking questions about how robots’ 
humanlikeness challenges notions of being human (Hellstrand 2015). According 
to Kevin LaGrandeur (2015), androids – robots that look like humans – have 
through the history of film and television seldom been symbols for discussing 
what it means to be human. However, since the early 2000s, a growing trend 
in science fiction has been to portray androids as human-like beings, often so 
human-like that they can (almost) pass as humans (Koistinen 2011, Koistinen 
2015, Hellstrand 2015, see also Robertson 2010, Goode 2018). Real Humans can 
be included in this trend. Depicting robots in the form of humans is a normative 
process that deals with the question of representation and asks which bodies are 
represented and allowed to pass as real human legitimate bodies and which norms 
on being human are reproduced (Koistinen 2016, Hellstrand 2015). 

The issues of sex, love, and intimate relationships between robots and 
artificial intelligence have increased in interest in recent years (see e.g., Alexander 
& Yescavage 2018, Royakkers & van Est 2015, Ornella 2015), partly because of 
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fictional portrayals of such relationships in films like Her (2013) and Ex-Machina 
(2014). Jonathan Alexander and Karen Yescavage argue that “filmic representations 
[…] depicting intimate interactions between humans and artificial intelligences 
have emerged in a cultural context increasingly invested in theorizing the impact 
of advanced and complex technologies on human subjectivity” (Alexander & 
Yescavage 2018: 74). Previous studies on representations of intimate relationships 
between humans, robots, and artificial intelligence in science fiction film and 
television have shown both how these representations can reproduce underlying 
gender norms in popular discourse (Koistinen 2011, Ornella 2015) and how they 
can potentially offer queer intimacies that exceed heteronormative notions of 
gender and sexuality (e.g., Wälivaara 2016, Alexander & Yescavage 2018).

Discussions about increased intimate relationships between humans and 
robots and artificial intelligence also exist outside the realms of fiction. For 
example sex robots, where some argue that they can decrease human prostitution 
and human trafficking (e.g., Levy 2007), while others claim that they can lead 
to de-socialization from other humans (Turkle 2011, see also Royakkers & van 
Est 2015) and reproduce patriarchal and heteronormative gender norms (e.g., 
Richardson 2015). 

Kerstin Koch calls for more empirical cultural research that analyzes con-
nections, relationships, and hierarchies where the cultural – practices, meanings 
and materiality of everyday life – and the digital meet and constitute each other 
in this process. Cultural research can contribute both to understanding how the 
digital “has become a fundamental cultural technology of today’s lifeworlds“ and 
how this cultural technology contributes to “doing culture in everyday life” (Koch 
2017: 4, cf. Lundin & Åkesson 1999). By analyzing imagined possible future re-
lationships between humans, human-like robots and artificial intelligence in 
everyday life settings – such as transhumansexual relationships – the question of 
what being human means is raised. This also works as an illustration of how being 
human is negotiated and conditioned by certain norms where some individuals 
are recognized as human beings while some are not (cf. Butler 2004, Ers 2006). In 
other words, this offers a possibility to explore how notions of being human are 
negotiated in a time – and an imagined possible future – of increasing everyday 
life relationships between humans and human-like technology. 

Theoretical Framework 
Feminist queer studies explore how discourses produce sexualities, and specifically 
how non-heterosexualities are articulated as queer sexualities and as deviant 
from heteronormative norms (Rubin 2008, Butler 1990, see also Lundahl 2001, 
Svensson 2007, Bremer 2011, Göransson 2012). 
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In this paper, the negotiations of notions of being human are analyzed in 
terms of how the fixation of meaning for being human is produced or contested. 
However, because the fixation is never fully completed, these meanings can be 
contested from other discourses with different meanings of being human (cf. 
Laclau & Mouffe 1985, Johansson 2010, Nilsson & Lundgren 2015). 

My understanding of gender, sexuality and humanity as discursive 
constructions is drawn from a combination of Judith Butler’s (1990) theories of 
performativity and heterosexual matrix together with Ernesto Laclau and Chantal 
Mouffe’s (1985) discourse theory (cf. Lindström 2005, Johansson 2010, Reimers 
2011). Anna Johansson (2010) argues that discourse theory can be applied to 
understand and analyze how gender and sexuality are constructed (cf. Gunnarsson 
Payne 2006, Mouffe 2005), specifically how discourse theory works well with 
Butler’s theorizations on gender (e.g., Butler 1990). According to Johansson, the 
combination of discourse theory and Butler’s gender theory makes it possible to 
understand gender as an identity category or a set of positions that is constantly 
constructed and reconstructed. The combination of these theories makes it 
possible to analyze how gender, sexuality and humanity are done performatively 
and discursively, Johansson argues that It is the doing itself, the performative (or, 
with discourse theory, the articulatory processes), which creates humans in the 
form of men and women (Johansson 2010: 35). Through performativity, Butler 
(1990) questions the naturalness of sex and the very distinction between sex and 
gender. Gender is repetitions of stylized acts that make them seem as a result of 
a (natural) sex, but there is only gender. The heterosexual matrix and its quest 
for cultural intelligibility produces bodies, genders, and desires as a naturalized 
and heterosexualized union between two socially and physically binary genders 
(male and female) who (must) desire each other. The heterosexual matrix explains 
how gender and sexuality are intertwined due to this heterosexualized union. 
As Wendy Gay Pearson, Veronica Hollinger and Joan Gordon conclude, queer 
theory and feminist theory can both “make visible the naturalised epistemologies 
of sexuality, gender, and race that underwrite the most conservative sf as well as 
to explain some of science fiction’s most striking attempts to defamiliarise and 
denaturalise taken-for-granted constructions of what it means to be, and to live, as 
a human” (Pearson, Hollinger & Gordon 2008: 6). However, the relationships and 
desires between humans and hubots in Real Humans also highlight the question 
of humanonormativity, the norms of human sexuality where humans can only 
desire another human (cf. Motschenbacher 2014, Cole 2013). 

In this paper, Gayle Rubin’s (2008) sex hierarchy model is used to both 
explore how different sexual expressions are viewed as normal or deviant due to 
cultural and historical contexts and whether they are included in the “charmed 
circle” of normal sexuality or banished to the “outer limits” of abnormal sexuality. 
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Heteronormativity is crucial for discerning how non-heterosexualities, and maybe 
especially those involving non-humans – such as transhumansexual relationships 
– are articulated as queer and deviant from heteronormativity (Rubin 2008, 
Butler 1990). The sexual identity of transhumansexuality might therefore be 
understood as a stigmatized sexuality that falls into the category of subaltern 
sexual communities.

Within research on human-object attraction, human-object attraction 
is analyzed as a cultural and political formation and identity rather than a 
biological and psychological perversion, often referred to as objectophilia (cf. 
Terry 2010). Similar to queer theory, human-object attraction research analyzes 
heteronormative sexualities, ideas of stable genders, and the desire for the 
opposite sex (cf. Terry 2010, Cole 2013), as well as the humanonormative norms 
of human sexuality (Motschenbacher 2014, Cole 2013). Human-object attraction 
also potentially challenges the very idea of the relationship between objects and 
subjects – in the case of Real Humans, between hubots and humans. 

Materials and Methods
Two seasons of Real Humans were produced. This paper mainly analyzes the 
second season, with a total of ten episodes, each 60 minutes long, because it 
focuses on human-hubot relationships concerning love and sex – where trans-
humansexuality is one example of close human-hubot relationships. However, 
because transhumansexuality is introduced in season one, parts of the first season 
that deal with transhumansexuality have also been included in the analysis. 

I watched each season once where I transcribed dialogues, choices of 
words, and portrayals of different kinds of human-hubot relationships. While 
I was transcribing, I took notes of associations and thoughts I had during the 
process. I was also interested in the visual and aural representations of hubots 
and human-hubot relationships portrayed in the series. Therefore, I took notes on 
for example how the characters looked, how they were dressed, how they spoke, 
and what visual and sound effects were used by the production. I was specifically 
interested in how hubots and humans, engaged in human-hubot relationships, 
were portrayed as human, less human or non-human, which also included how 
the characters were gendered. In total, these transcriptions, consisting of 67 
pages, worked as the material for my analysis. Because the series is in Swedish, I 
translated the excerpts from the scenes into English, but the analysis is based on 
the Swedish dialogues in the show. 

First, the material was sorted into central themes that I found in both seasons. I 
looked specifically for themes concerning sexual and loving relationships between 
humans and hubots and how these concerned ideas of gender, sexuality, and 



“I Try to Tell Myself That It’s a Machine,  
but It Doesn’t Help”

139

Culture Unbound
Journal of Current Cultural Research

being human. I found several themes of human-hubot relationships involving sex 
and love, including hubbies (humans having sex with hubots), prostitute hubots, 
platonic human-hubot relationships, pornographic hubots (used in pornography 
for humans to watch), and transhumansexual relationships. The theme I chose to 
focus on was transhumansexuality, and specifically the transhumansexual Tobias 
and his love for the hubot Mimi. 

Second, to analyze how notions of being human were negotiated in my 
transcribed material I turned to discourse theory and how the characters’ 
meaning-makings produce certain understandings of being human (Laclau & 
Mouffe 1985). Two theoretical concepts were of specific interest in the analysis 
process – articulation and discourse. I understand being human as discursively 
negotiated and an open concept whose meanings are produced through 
articulations. By articulation, Laclau and Mouffe refer to ”any practice establishing 
a relation among elements such that their identity is modified as a result of the 
articulatory practice” (Laclau & Mouffe 1985: 105). For example, the articulation 
of human with biology is different from the articulation of human with citizenship. 
Thus, these articulations produce different meanings and understandings of being 
human (cf. Nilsson & Lundgren 2015). 

I define discourse as a system of meanings and practices that are fluctuating, 
contextual and shaped in relation to other discourses (Laclau & Mouffe 1985) 
thus resulting in discursive struggles over the meaning(s) of being human. I 
identified different discourses found in the material concerning negotiations of 
being human, where I looked for nodal points that are privileged signifiers around 
which other signs are ordered and acquire their meaning (Laclau & Mouffe 1985, 
Winther Jørgensen & Phillips 2002). 

Negotiating Notions of Being Human in the Articulations 
of Transhumansexual Relationships in Real Humans
The transhumansexual human Tobias and the hubot Mimi are two of the main 
characters in Real Humans, and the viewers get to follow Tobias trying to both 
handle his transhumansexuality and love for Mimi as well as to be recognized 
as a transhumansexual individual (cf. Mountfort 2018). Transhumansexuality is 
one important aspect of the overall theme of Real Humans – how humans and 
hubots interact and form different relationships with each other and how these 
relationships and the similarities between humans and hubots blur the boundaries 
between them (cf. Koistinen 2015, Yang 2018). 

In the following analysis, I focus on three different articulations of 
transhumansexuality – failure of heterosexuality, authenticity and legal subjectivity. 
In these articulations of transhumansexual relationships, three different discourses 
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are identified where the negotiations of being human take place: a heteronormative 
and humanonormative discourse on gender and sexuality, a biological discourse and 
a citizenship discourse.

Transhumansexuality as a Failure of Heterosexuality
In this section, I focus on the articulations of transhumansexuality as a failure of 
heterosexuality, specifically in relation to heteronormative and humanonormative 
norms on sexuality, gender, and being human where a human is expected to desire 
another human of the opposite sex. 

Transhumansexuality is the most “extreme” form of human-hubot 
relationship depicted in Real Humans in the sense that transhumansexuals, 
including Tobias, are not attracted to humans at all. In the analysis of Real 
Humans transhumansexuality was identified as a new sexual identity, rather 
than a set of sexual practices, concerning attempts to find ways of constructing 
a more reciprocal human-hubot relationships, and struggles to be recognized 
as transhumansexual (cf. Mountfort 2018). The first character to be identified 
as a transhumansexual is Tobias. Tobias has been struggling with his feelings 
of stress and confusion concerning his attraction for the hubot Mimi and his 
non-attraction for human girls after trying to date human girls. As a result, his 
father takes him to a therapist – a familiar story of non-heterosexualities where 
deviant sexual subjects are encouraged to confess their non-normative desires to 
authorities in order to both understand themselves and to obtain public tolerance 
or acceptance (Foucault 1990, Terry 2010):

Tobias: I try to tell myself that it’s [Mimi] a machine, but it doesn’t help; 
it even makes it worse. If mom and dad would sell her it would feel like 
my life was over. 
Therapist: What about other girls? 
Tobias: You mean regular [human] girls? 
Therapist: Mhm [yes]. Have you been in love or in a relationship with 
anyone? 
Tobias: I’ve tried, but it never works out. 
Therapist: What’s not working? 
Tobias: Well, I guess it’s working for them [the girls], but it’s doing 
nothing for me. 
Therapist: Okay. 
Tobias: But maybe I should just end up with someone and pretend. 
That’s how you do it, right?
(Season 1, Episode 9, my translation)
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When the therapist asks Tobias whether he has been in love or in a relationship 
with a girl, or a regular (human) girl as Tobias puts is, transhumansexuality is 
articulated as a failure of heterosexuality by being linked to a question of not 
being attracted to the right kind of girls – human girls. This draws both on 
heteronormative notions of sexuality where sexualities other than heterosexuality 
are articulated as deviant (sexualities) or as queer sexualities (cf. Rubin 2008, 
Butler 1990) and humanonormative notions of sexuality where the proper object 
of desire is another human (Motschenbacher 2014). In other words, the failure 
of heterosexuality is connected to the inability to, or lack of, being attracted to 
human girls. 

I identify two potential strategies for Tobias to try to defy his transhuman-
sexuality. Firstly, he presents Mimi as a non-human object – a machine – refusing 
to recognize her as a (proper) human subject (to love). Secondly, he attempts to 
pass as heterosexual (cf. Butler 1990, Butler 1993) by pretending to be interested 
in human girls. Both strategies involve Tobias trying to make up for a failure of 
heterosexuality by giving up his desire for a non-human in hopes of fulfilling 
heteronormative and humanonormative norms of heterosexuality.

Another example of the articulation of transhumansexuality as a failure of 
heterosexuality, connected to the question of the attraction of human girls, is a 
dialogue between Tobias’ sister Matilda and her colleague Betty, where they 
discuss Tobias’ transhumansexuality. Matilda tells Betty that Tobias is a trans-
humansexual and Betty reacts by saying, “Seriously? He’s not just having difficulties 
attracting girls?” (Season 2, Episode 2, my translation). Here, transhuman-
sexuality is articulated as a potential failure of heterosexuality by linking it to 
the issue of not being able to attract girls. Betty is a bit unsure whether Tobias 
really is transhumansexual or is just a heterosexual or bisexual guy with problems 
attracting human girls. 

The two examples of articulations of transhumansexuality as a failure of 
heterosexuality linked to either not being attracted to human girls or not being 
able to attract human girls at all could be explained by Butler’s (1990) heterosexual 
matrix. The heterosexual matrix’s quest for cultural intelligibility produces bodies, 
genders and desires as a naturalized and heterosexualized union. Tobias’ failure 
of heterosexuality could accordingly be understood in terms of his desire for 
something other than human girls – he is only attracted to hubot girls, according 
to himself, and therefore his very heterosexuality is questioned. I understand this 
to be a result of the close relation between the heterosexual matrix and humano-
normative notions of sexuality – the desire should not just be directed towards 
the opposite gender, but towards a human of the opposite gender (cf. Cole 2013). 

Another example concerns whether transhumansexuality is understood as 
a sexual identity or a sexual phase. When Tobias’ father picks up Tobias after a 
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meeting with the therapist, Tobias comes out as transhumansexual, yet another 
form of confession of the deviance from heteronormativity (cf. Butler 1990, 
Lundahl 2001):

Tobias: I’m THS, transhumansexual. 
Father: That you … [interrupted]
Tobias: … are only attracted to hubots. It’s an [sexual] orientation, like 
being right- or left-handed. I don’t know if you’re familiar with it. 
Father: Yes, well I’ve read about those. 
Tobias: I’m transhumansexual. I’m one of “those”. […] 
Father: It might be something that passes with time. 
(Season 1, Episode 9, my translation)

In this dialogue, transhumansexuality on the one hand is articulated in terms 
of a sexual identity, as natural as being right- or left-handed, in opposition to 
transhumansexuality being a failure of heterosexuality. This can be understood 
as a way of linking transhumansexuality to a biological discourse that constructs 
sexual identity as a natural given rather than as an individual choice (cf. Lindström 
2005). Thus, according to Tobias he is not a failure, or a failed heterosexual, 
because he is acting according to his biological sexual orientation. On the other 
hand, transhumansexuality is also articulated as a failure of heterosexuality by 
linking it to a possible sexual phase that might pass – a common way of thinking 
about non-heterosexualities as being confused, being seduced, being abused, or 
being led astray from a natural heterosexuality (cf. Bertilsdotter Rosqvist 2012). 
The construction of transhumansexuality as a phase is linked to an idea of it as a 
failure, as a temporary detour from heteronormative life schedules (cf. Halberstam 
2005) that in time might get back on the heteronormative – and in this case 
humanonormative – track. Thus, according to the father, Tobias’ heterosexuality 
is not necessarily ”lost”, but is simply failing at the moment and might reappear 
in the future. In accordance with Rubin’s sex hierarchy model (2008), both Tobias 
and his father try to “push” Tobias into the central part of the model – Tobias by 
trying to make transhumansexuality accepted as a normal sexuality and his father 
by talking about Tobias in terms of a confused heterosexual.

In the articulations of transhumansexuality as a failure of heterosexuality, 
being human is linked to a heteronormative and humanonormative discourse on 
gender and sexuality. Mimi and Tobias’ relationship is understood as deviant 
because Mimi is not seen as human nor a ”regular” girl, but rather as a machine. 
Hence, Tobias is not necessarily automatically recognized, or taken seriously, 
as transhumansexual because his love is directed towards a non-human. 
Tobias claims that his transhumansexuality is biologically given and his father 
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questions whether it is not just a temporary phase and a temporary detour from 
a heteronormative life schedule (cf. Halberstam 2005), and thus by articulating 
transhumansexuality in relation to heterosexuality it becomes the norm, at least 
to which other sexualities need to be compared and understood (cf. Butler 1990, 
Lundahl 2001). Thus, both Tobias and his father relate to normative heterosexuality 
– Tobias in that transhumansexuality is as normal as heterosexuality and the father 
who sees transhumansexuality as a (temporary) deviation from heterosexuality. 
However, Tobias seems to be aware of the heteronormative and humanonormative 
expectations and how to act according to these expectations in order for him to 
not be considered a failed heterosexual. By him ironically constructing Mimi 
as a machine, the series simultaneously both reproduces heteronormativity and 
humanonormativity and potentially opens up the arbitrariness of the natural and 
stable state of heteronormativity (cf. Butler 1990) and humanonormativity (cf. 
Motschenbacher 2014), and thus defies heterosexuality being the only natural and 
normal sexuality. 

Transhumansexuality and Authenticity
The question of failure is closely linked to the question of authenticity, of what is real 
and what is fake. Thus, authenticity – in the articulations of transhumansexuality 
– becomes a question of who needs authenticity, how and why, rather than a 
question of truth (cf. Bendix 1997). In other words, authenticity becomes a 
means for articulating transhumansexuality, where the meaning of authenticity 
is negotiated. Therefore, in this section I focus on how transhumansexuality is 
articulated as an authentic or inauthentic sexual identity, in other words, whether 
or not Tobias is understood as a real transhumansexual. 

In one scene, when visiting Tobias’ home, Betty tries to test Tobias’ trans-
humansexuality by charming and flirting with him while pretending to be a hubot 
– a female hubot – asking whether he has a girlfriend. Tobias seems shy, blushes 
and smiles. Suddenly Betty breaks out of her hubot character, reveals that she 
is not a hubot, starts to laugh and says ”Sorry”. Tobias gets upset, yells ”Go to 
hell!” and slams the door to his room (Season 2, Episode 2, my translation). Betty 
interprets Tobias’ reactions as signs of him falling for her performance as a hubot. 
However, in a conversation with his sister Matilda, Tobias later denies having felt 
attracted to Betty and falling for her attempt to pass as a hubot:

Tobias: Did she [Betty] believe that I would be attracted to her simply 
because she looks like a hubot?
Matilda: But just admit that you fell for it! [---]
Tobias: Stop trying to hook me up with hubots! Especially fake ones.
(Season 2, Episode 2, my translation)
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In both of these scenes, Betty’s flirting with Tobias and Tobias’ possible attraction 
to Betty (as a hubot) can be seen as a test both of whether Tobias is really trans-
humansexual and of whether Betty can pass as a hubot by performing hubot 
femininity (cf. Butler 1990, Butler 1993). The question of authenticity is here 
negotiated in terms of being real and passing, and transhumansexuality is linked 
with authenticity, where being an authentic transhumansexual means being 
attracted to authentic hubots. However, because the question of what authenticity 
means is negotiated, Betty and Tobias have somewhat different views on this issue. 
Betty tests Tobias’ transhumansexuality by attempting to perform as a female hubot 
in order to find out if Tobias is authentically transhumansexual or not. I interpret 
Betty’s test as if Tobias falls for her performance as a hubot, then she would consider 
him an authentic transhumansexual. In other words, the authenticity of his trans-
humansexuality is linked to him being attracted to hubots and not humans. 

Tobias however wants to prove his transhumansexuality as authentic but in 
a different way from Betty. Tobias strategically calls out Betty as a fake hubot to 
prove his transhumansexuality as authentic, arguing that he was not attracted to 
a human girl who was trying to pass as a hubot. Tobias separates being a hubot 
from looking like a hubot – Betty looks like, and might even occasionally pass as 
a hubot, but she is not an authentic hubot. She has a biological body and could 
therefore only act as if she was a female hubot. Thus, any attempt by a human to 
try to pass as a hubot or vice versa is inauthentic due to corporeal distinctions 
between humans and hubots (cf. Hallqvist 2018, see also Koistinen 2011). Betty 
could, therefore, according to Tobias’ logics of authenticity, be understood as 
performing or ”dragging” as a female hubot; Betty is not a female hubot, but she 
knows how to perform like a female hubot through the repetitions of stylized acts 
(cf. Butler 1990). 

Finally, Tobias claims that he as an authentic transhumansexual with a true 
desire for female hubots “should feel” the difference between a female hubot and 
a female human. In other words, the authenticity of his transhumansexuality 
is linked to him being attracted to authentic female hubots. This might also be 
the very reason why Betty tries to test the authenticity of Tobias’ transhuman-
sex uality in the first place; she also believes that he as a real transhumansexual 
“should” be able to tell her apart from a real female hubot – if not then he is not 
an authentic transhumansexual. In the series, Tobias is clear on the fact that he is 
trans humansexual and only attracted to hubot girls. However, if Tobias was to be 
attracted to Betty, even though performing as a hubot, he might be considered to be 
bisexual in the sense that he is attracted to both human females and hubot females.

However, the very test itself is somewhat of a paradox. If Tobias believes 
that Betty is a real hubot and he is attracted to her, he could be understood as 
an authentic transhumansexual, but he could possibly also be understood as an 
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inauthentic transhumansexual if he falls for Betty because she is not an authentic 
hubot. This paradox illustrates the negotiations of the meaning of authenticity 
and its demarcating effects. Authenticity becomes a means of separating authentic 
transhumansexuals from inauthentic transhumansexuals and authentic hubots 
from inauthentic hubots (humans). 

The question of authentic and inauthentic transhumansexuals could be 
compared to the categories of homosexuality (true homosexuality) and pseudo-
homosexuality (false or acquired homosexuality), which was a common way of 
reasoning about homosexuality during the early 20th century. Where pseudo-
homosexuality was understood as individuals engaging in same sex practices, 
usually younger pseudohomosexual boys and homosexual older men, who later 
in life married women and left the (pseudo)homosexuality behind (Bertilsdotter 
Rosqvist 2012, Kaye 2003). Inauthentic transhumansexuals, in a similar manner 
as psuedohomosexuals, are categorized as false in the sense that they might only 
be sexually interested in engaging in sexual practices rather than engaging in love 
relationships, in comparison to transhumansexuality that is considered to be a 
sexual identity. 

In the articulations of transhumansexuality with authenticity, being human is 
linked to a biological discourse where biological corporeality is understood as an 
important ground for being an authentic human. According to Tobias, although 
as a human being you can (try to) perform as a hubot girl, there is a human 
biological body that cannot be ignored. Tobias’ authenticity as a transhumansexual 
is reinforced by him referring to himself as an authentic transhumansexual and as 
a human able to tell the difference between an authentic hubot like Mimi and a 
human and inauthentic hubot like Betty. Biology and authenticity become means of 
demarcating not only humans from hubots, but also authentic transhumansexuals 
from inauthentic transhumansexuals, where corporeal differences are (re)produc- 
ed and used as a means for demarcating humans from hubots (machines) (cf. 
Hallqvist 2018).

Transhumansexuality and Legal Subjectivity
In the previous sections, I analyzed articulations of transhumansexuality. In this 
section, my focus is on Mimi and the articulations of legal subjectivity – how 
Mimi is constructed as a citizen and a human. Whether Mimi is understood 
as a human subject or a non-human object has obvious implications for how 
transhumansexuality is understood because transhumansexuality is based on a 
human person’s desire or love for hubots and not for other humans. 

The question of the hubots’ subjectivity, based on norms of being human 
and what really separates a human from a hubot, such as the ability to feel and 
express emotions and looking like a human, is a central issue in season two of Real 
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Humans. In the final episode, Mimi’s subjectivity is going to be decided by a judge 
through the issue of Mimi as a potential legal subject:

Judge: The court rules that the individuals Florentine and Mimi, due to 
their unique nature, are granted legal status, in conformity with humans 
with the same rights and responsibilities like us [humans]. They will 
be registered with the authorities and will be treated as citizens in our 
society.
(Season 2, Episode 10, my translation)

Mimi is articulated as a legal subject through the linking of legal subjectivity with 
individuality (“individuals” and “unique nature”) and citizenship. In other words, 
Mimi is granted legal status and Swedish citizenship, and is thereby to be treated as 
a human. In this way being human is constituted as being a citizen (cf. Ers 2006). 
During the trial, two specific human-like traits of Mimi are linked to the notion of 
being human and are used to grant her legal subjectivity and citizenship, namely 
love and anthropomorphism. First, when Tobias is called as a witness during the 
trial to testify that Mimi is indeed different from other hubots he brings forward 
the question of love: 

Lawyer: Can you tell us how Mimi is different from other hubots?
Tobias: Ehm … She loves me. 
Lawyer: Is it possible that she is only programmed to love you?
Tobias: No.
(Season 2, Episode 10, my translation)

I understand Tobias’ description of Mimi as an articulation of her as different from 
other hubots by linking her to the question of love; Mimi is able – not programmed 
– to both express and feel love. Her love is authentic and expressed by free will, 
thus she should be considered a legal subject. In this way, by constructing Mimi 
as a legal subject through love, Mimi is considered a human through the notion of 
her loving another human subject by free will (cf. Koistinen 2011). 

I refer to this as a question of subjects in love; to become a subject by being able 
to love, but also to express love for a(nother) subject. The question of whom and 
how you love is important in the question of citizenship and even a crucial feature 
of human life. Love, which might be considered a private matter, is here turned 
into a question of intimate citizenship (Plummer 2001) where love is a form of 
governmentality; to express the right kind of love for the right kind of subject, and 
preferably to be loved back by the right kind of subject, is an important part of 
citizenship (cf. Butler, 2004: 27). 
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Secondly, during the trial about Mimi’s legal subjectivity the lawyer Inger, who 
is also Tobias’ mother, argues for granting Mimi legal status as a citizen due to 
her anthropomorphism: ”They look like humans, they come from the same place 
as humans, and they speak our language” (Season 2, Episode 10, my translation). 
By referring to Mimi as looking like a human, I understand this as an articulatory 
practice where Mimi is humanized and understood as a human due to her anthropo-
morphic body and behavior in order to grant her citizenship. If Mimi would not 
have had a human-like body and not been able to communicate and express herself 
like a human, she would most likely not have been neither a legal subject nor a 
citizen. It is most likely easier for a hubot to be granted legal subjectivity than a non-
anthropo morphic robot due to the intelligible human-like embodiment of Mimi 
(cf. Leyda 2016). In this way, Mimi is also both heteronormalized and humano-
normalized according to the heterosexual matrix (cf. Butler 1990); she is made 
culturally intelligible as a female human who desires a human of the opposite sex. 

In the articulations of hubot subjectivity, the meaning of being human is 
linked to a citizenship discourse. Mimi is considered a Swedish citizen and a legal 
subject through her individual personality traits, her ability to express love, and 
her gendered anthropomorphic body. The question of citizenship is clearly linked 
to the question of what is considered human. Citizenship is always conditional 
and is not automatically granted to all people within a country. Thus, citizenship 
highlights the inclusionary and exclusionary processes of being human. As Agnes 
Ers puts it: ”[T]he constitutions of human(e)ness also implies the risk of exclusion 
of certain subjects from the field of the human(e). Or, better said: the making 
of human(e)ness was at the same time an exclusion of human(e)ness” (Ers 2006: 
213). The case of citizenship, and the granting of Mimi’s legal subjectivity, calls 
for a challenge of the very foundation on which being human is based and it 
draws attention to how being human has always been an exclusive category; it is 
an ongoing negotiation on what being human means and who gets to be called 
human.

Reproducing or Challenging Heteronormative and  
Humanonormative Notions of Being Human?
As I have shown in the previous sections, notions of being human are negotiated 
in the articulations of transhumansexuality where the meaning of being human 
is fixed and challenged within a heteronormative and humanonormative discourse 
on gender and sexuality, a biological discourse, and a citizenship discourse. Thus, 
notions of being human are central in the articulations of transhumansexual 
relationships. In this section I turn to Hillevi Ganetz’s (2004) concept of cultural 
boomerang to discuss the humanization of transhumansexuals and hubots. 
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Ganetz (2004), building on queer theory, analyzes the anthropomorphization 
of animals in wildlife films and how the animals’ behaviors are explained based 
on human norms about humanity, gender and sexuality. The cultural boomerang 
refers to how non-human beings are interpreted through human discourses where 
the anthropomorphization of the creature can be applied to reinforce the very 
discourses, and power structures linked to gender and sexuality, that humanized 
the creature. 

I adopt the cultural boomerang to explore the humanization of trans human-
sexuals and hubots and the question of whether the series tends to reproduce or 
challenge heteronormative and humanonormative notions of being human. Two 
examples are presented below.

First, because the series portrays a human’s desire for a human-like object, the 
series gives an opportunity to challenge both heteronormative notions that humans 
should be attracted to other humans and partly heteronormative notions of binary 
genders and bodies because the desire is necessarily neither heterosexual nor even 
humanosexual (cf. Cole 2013). As long as Mimi is constructed as a machine rather 
than a human, her gender and body will be understood as something other than a 
female human. However, because the hubots are made to resemble humans both 
in appearance and manner, the hubots, just like humans, are embodied through 
heteronormative notions of two distinct genders and (primarily) heterosexual 
needs. This reflects how being human is clearly gendered (cf. Butler 1990, Cole 
2013, Robertson 2010), and by making the hubots clearly gendered they are made 
more intelligible as (almost) human beings. Mimi is a human-looking object 
and she is clearly gendered – even hyper-gendered – in the sense that she looks 
and acts like a woman through her gendered anthropomorphic body (cf. Leyda 
2016, see also Robertson 2010). The humanization of Mimi could be understood 
as a way of challenging the articulation of being human with being a biological 
creature or as a way to include non-biological creatures as human beings. 
However, the humanization of Mimi simultaneously reproduces and normalizes 
a heteronormative discourse of gender and sexuality where her hyper-gendered 
and heterosexualized body and behavior become requirements for her to be 
considered a human (cf. Leyda 2016, Koistinen 2015). 

The second example of how the series, despite its subversive potential, 
reproduces heteronormative notions of humanity is when Mimi is recognized as a 
legal subject and a human being and what happens to Tobias’ transhumansexuality. 
During the trial it even turns out that Mimi is a human, where her brain has 
been digitally cloned and put into a hubot body. If Mimi is to be considered a 
human being, the question of whether or not Tobias is transhumansexual arises 
because the grounds for transhumansexuality are somewhat undermined. 
Transhumansexuality is normalized on the basis of heteronormative and 
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humanonormative notions of what it means to be human – two distinct genders 
that attract the opposite sex and that are only attracted to other human beings. 
Like Rubin’s sex hierarchy model (2008), the humanization of Mimi and Tobias’ 
desire for a human can be considered as transhumansexuality transitioning 
from the outer limits to the inner circle of the model. This normalization might 
recognize transhumansexuality as a socially acceptable sexuality. At the same 
time, however, the price to pay for this normalization seems to be both the 
very existence of Tobias’ transhumansexuality as well as the queer potential of 
challenging heteronormative and humanonormative notions of being human 
(cf. Bertilsdotter Rosqvist 2012, Rydström 2008). The normalization of a deviant 
sexuality does not necessarily mean that heterosexuality has lost its position as a 
norm (Lundahl 2001).

In conclusion, the series has the potential to open alternative ways of 
being human that go beyond heteronormativity and humanonormativity by 
portraying a relationship between a human and a hubot. However, the series 
mainly tends to reproduce heteronormative and humanonormative notions of 
humanity when the alternative is incorporated into the normal. This might be 
explained by Ganetz’s (2004) concept of the cultural boomerang through the 
acts of intelligibility and normalization. Heteronormative and humanonormative 
notions of being human in Real Humans are used to make transhumansexuals 
and hubots more intelligible. They are humanized – anthropomorphized – and 
made more intelligible as human(-like) beings (cf. Turkle 1984, Hayles 2005). 
This act of intelligibility, however, tends to (hetero- and humano-)normalize 
transhumansexuality by Mimi being humanized into a citizen, and thus the very 
existence of Tobias’ transhumansexuality is challenged. Tobias’ feelings for Mimi, 
and his transhumansexual identity, might not change due to Mimi becoming a 
citizen and the realization that Mimi has a digitised human brain with a hubot 
body. The question whether society will regard Tobias as transhumansexual, and 
transhumansexuality as a sexual identity, or not remains.

Concluding Discussion 
Transhumansexuality in Real Humans is represented as a new sexual identity, rather 
then a set of sexual practices. It includes ways of constructing a more reciprocal 
human-hubot relationship and struggles to be recognized as a transhumansexual 
(cf. Mountfort 2018). The issues of failure of heterosexuality and authenticity refer 
to the question of whether transhumansexuality actually exists and the question 
of whether there are authentic and inauthentic transhumansexuals. The question 
of legal subjectivity concerns how Mimi is granted the status of a legal subject and 
Swedish citizenship based on her ability to feel and express love and her gendered 
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anthropomorphic embodiment. Mimi’s status as a legal subject also challenges 
Tobias’ transhumansexuality depending on whether he is in love with a thing or 
a person. 

I identified three discourses that were important for the negotiations of 
humanity – a heteronormative and humanonormative discourse on gender and 
sexuality, a biological discourse, and a citizenship discourse. These discourses 
constructed being human as a question of being a heterosexual man or woman 
attracted to other humans, as having a biological body, and as being a citizen. The 
identified discourses are not only constrained to the case of Real Humans but can 
be discussed in a wider perspective. Therefore, I conclude this paper by briefly 
discussing the case of Sophia, the first robot to be granted citizenship. The example 
of Sophia shows both how the negotiation of being human is constructed around 
gender, biology and citizenship as well as how being human is (re)negotiated.

In Real Humans, the granting of citizenship to certain hubots is portrayed as 
an imagined possible future; however, the robot Sophia was granted citizenship 
in Saudi Arabia in 2017. This might be dismissed as purely an act to market 
Saudi Arabia as an innovator in the field of technology (Walsh 2017), but it might 
become an incentive to grant other robots citizenship, especially as the field of 
artificial intelligence develops and becomes more human-like – just like the hubots 
depicted in Real Humans. Sophia even tweeted, “I love being a robot but I want 
humans to respect us as beings, like themselves, instead of slaves or pets. I want 
to be accepted” (Sophia the Robot 2019). Thus, indicating that even though she 
and her fellow robots might not be biological humans, they are still human-like 
enough to be respected like (human) beings, and possibly as citizens. 

The granting of citizenship for both Mimi and Sophia also illustrates how 
being human and being a citizen are highly gendered. They are both human-like 
in behavior and are clearly embodied as human women – Sophia is even made 
to resemble the actress Audrey Hepburn and the wife of the (male) creator of 
Sophia. In other words, in the case of both Mimi and Sophia, being embodied as 
human-like women does seem to make them more prone to becoming citizens. 
Another interesting example of the gendered citizenship of robots was when social 
media users started to mock Sophia’s Saudi Arabian citizenship by discussing how 
a robot might have more rights as a Saudi Arabian citizen than human women in 
Saudi Arabia (Walsh 2017). The critique was not only a reminder of the differences 
in citizen rights between men and women in the kingdom, but it also illustrated 
how human-like robots lead to negotiations of what being human and being a 
citizen means, no matter if these robots are fictional like Mimi or non-fictional 
like Sophia.
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