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    On this book




    Sex Education for Young Robots is linked to other works, above all to the novels The Venus’ Formula (Delos Digital: Milan 2017) and The Venus’ Trap (Delos Digital: Milan 2021), of which it continues not so much a story as an idea, developing it from a different point of view. These three novels belong to the same narrative universe but they are fully independent. The attentive reader will not fail to identify in these pages more or less direct references to great works, as always happens. However, the most obvious debt is to two philosophical essays I wrote for academic journals. The first one is Uncanny Beauty. Aesthetics of Companionship, Love and Sex Robots published by the prestigious Massachusetts Institute of Technology («Artificial Life» M.I.T. 2022), the second one is Uncanny Attraction. Intercultural Remarks on the Aesthetics of Gynoids and Sexbots in Pop Culture, published by «Popular Inquiry» (Aalto University 2023). Both articles deal with the issues of sex robots from a strictly academic perspective. That philosophy and technology can meet in science fiction, as well as in technological research and practice, is a formidable event that forty years ago, as a young reader of science fiction novels, I would never have imagined in this form, nor would I have ever dreamed of being a part of it.




    



  




  

    The novel




    Jessica is a synthetic girl produced by Venus. Her education as a sex robot is cut short due to the war with China and she, who has Asian features, is taken off the market. Her destination has changed and Jessica, during the long war, has to look after the children, then the dogs, and finally teach students. Her life expectancy is unlimited and she, in a profoundly changed world, bears witness to humans who created her. At the end of the conflict, after centuries, Venus assigns her a mission to Asia, where she can resume her function as a sex robot and where she meets Yaya, a synthetic girl who has created a gynecocratic society of artificial women in the jungle between Thailand and Cambodia. Yaya wants to restore the world to a natural state. Bangkok is a lagoon and the big cities on the coast are or are about to be submerged by the sea. Jessica, in an underwater Hong Kong, meets a Japanese who takes her with him and has her embarked on the spaceship Eden, destined to colonize the outer planets. After centuries of traveling off course and establishing an ephemeral colony on a planet, Eden goes adrift with a crew of synthetic girls who bear witness to the achievements of humanity who created them and eventually became extinct. First contact with advanced extraterrestrial life, the Sirians, will allow the synthetic beings to preserve and exhibit the legacy of humanity now vanished in this part of the universe.




     


  




  

    The author




    Writer, essayist and professor, Paolo Euron is the author of academic and literary works. Among others, he has written the novels The Venus’ Formula (Delos Digital: Milan 2017) and The Venus’s Trap (Delos Digital: Milan 2021 – Urania Prize 2018 finalist) and @fterlife (Urania Prize 2021 finalist). Paolo Euron has taught at the universities of Turin and Bangkok. He has published several academic works, including: Philosophically (De Agostini: Novara 2017), Aesthetics, Theory and Interpretation of the Literary Work (Brill: Boston/Leiden 2019), Half-Naked Bodies in Anime and Western Culture Industry: Intercultural Remarks on the Aesthetics of Transgression («Popular Inquiry» Aalto University 2020). The academic essays Uncanny Beauty. Aesthetics of Companionship, Love, and Sex Robots («Artificial Life» Massachusetts Institute of Technology - M.I.T., 2022) and Uncanny Attraction. Intercultural Remarks on the Aesthetics of Gynoids and Sexbots in Pop Culture («Popular Inquiry» 2023) address the topic of companionship and sex robots from a philosophical and cultural point of view. Sex Education for Young Robots develops the same issues in a narrative perspective.




    Born in Italy, lived in Germany and currently resides in Bangkok.




     


  




  

    1 Jessica




    When Jessica woke up from troubled dreams one morning, she found herself in a neon-lit room. She opened her eyes and looked at the long steel wall with its flashing lights and screens, then at the back wall and the lab coats hanging on the racks like evanescent creatures in the dim light. With difficulty she looked down and identified what, she would soon discover, was her own body. She saw her toes pointing to the ceiling and at first she didn’t even think those toes belonged to her. She couldn’t move them but in fact she hadn’t even thought of doing it yet. Her gaze followed her legs, hips, hands at her sides, then met her breasts and blurred. Jessica figured that that body must have some relationship to her but she wasn’t quite sure what it was. She dropped her head onto the metal cot and felt a slight bite on the back of her neck. Sometime later she would understand that this was pain. At that moment she thought she would never get to grips with all that complex of gently curved limbs and surfaces that kept her on the ground. However, after that cursory inspection, she had to convince herself that the whole body was hers. A few hours later she lifted a hand and dropped it on the bed. She moved her fingers and still felt that unpleasant sensation that dissuaded her from attempting any movement. She thought that, perhaps, if she moved her head sideways, she would also be able to turn around and then move without feeling those needles. But she did nothing. She tried to remember her dreams, everything she owned, and thought about how she could connect them to that inert body.




    Jessica hadn’t actually dreamed anything, because she had no memory to dream about. She had no memories because she hadn’t lived yet. Her only memories were implants, and her dreams were the result of the mind patterns generated by those standard implants.




    In fact, her name wasn’t even Jessica yet, because she didn’t know it and no one had called her yet, but that was the name of the series in production of which she was a model. It was a model that sold like hotcakes and hadn’t been out of production for a good ten years.




    Later a technician entered the laboratory. She was a tall, blonde woman. She was as tall and blonde as Jessica was dark and small. The woman shone a lightbulb into her right eye, then her left eye, inspected her nostrils, and then gently opened her mouth and slipped two fingers inside. She reached for the switch at the back of the palate and pressed it for three seconds. After a few minutes Jessica started moving her toes, very slowly.




    “It’s mine?” Jessica asked in a toneless, colorless voice with no warmth at all.




    “This is your body,” the technician replied, casually but also with the sort of kindness you’d expect from a nurse in an emergency room. After all, the gown was the same.




    “I was flying…” Jessica said, in the same metallic voice.




    The woman smiled indulgently. Then she took a phone from her breast pocket and called for help. “You need to come set the unit’s voice system to the fifth floor.” She waited a few moments then replied: “Yes, only Jessica” (well, now the girl knew she had a name, the one she had just heard). The woman was silent for a while, then continued: “No, don’t worry. The other units are miraculously fine. Strange, but the vocal system of the others worked this time.” The woman ended the conversation and turned to Jessica. “You weren’t flying. You were nowhere. It is a remnant of the seagull implant. Your mind was designed to be part of a body. It was never a disembodied intelligence.”




    “Bird...”


  




  “And yes, that’s right. Probably the seagull.”





  

    Jessica moved her hands weakly and tried to touch her hips, but her fingers didn’t respond.




    “It will still take you several months to move with coordination,” the woman said, then left, without saying anything else.




     




    The voice was fixed within a few days but it took several months before Jessica was able to walk on her own feet. She spent her time lying on the bed and observing the room. The room was bathed in constant semi-darkness. There were no windows. The lights on the wall went on and off with different rhythms but according to a logic that was impossible for her to establish. Sometimes they flashed all the way to her white coat. In the distance she heard a kind of hum, like the noise of distant machinery still in motion. From time to time a human voice came from behind the door. The door sometimes opened halfway with a sudden creak and cast a wedge of white light onto the floor. Then usually someone entered the laboratory. A technician. Always a woman. Not always the same.




    Two other units occupied the laboratory, stretched out on beds similar to hers. They were far away and she couldn’t see their faces. She never tried to contact them. One day, when she woke up after taking a break, she saw that the two beds were empty.




    “What happened to the other two units?” she asked the technician as she came in to check the lights and monitors on the wall next to her.




    “They’ve been transferred.” The technicians were always kind to her and answered all her questions, even the silliest. Furthermore, the technicians were the only opportunity to experience what the passage of time was. They changed at a constant pace, they were different in appearance but they were also always the same in speech and tasks. The last technician was a blonde woman like the previous one but shorter. She moved with rapid gestures and was happy to talk about her family.




    “Where?” Jessica asked, having no idea what the world outside this lab might look like.




    “To a later stage of training. They are intended for work in the mines of the outer planets and do not need a particularly developed mind. All they have to do is physical work. They don’t need much training.”




    “And I?”




    “Your intelligence takes a long time to develop,” the woman said. “Besides, developing complex empathic responses also requires a lot of training.”




    “Why?”




    “Because that’s how it is!” the woman answered, laughing. “Why…complex empathic responses?”




    “Because they are required by your function.” “Do I have a function?”




    “You’ll get one,” the technician murmured, tucking the pillow under her neck. She had a motherly way. She sounded just like a mother who was promising her little girl a gift on Christmas Eve, as long as she was good.




    “To act like a human being?”




    “Even better...” the woman replied, with a smile. “Even better!”




    “And what am I destined for? I mean, my function…”




    The other looked at her with interest, then pointed the flashlight in her right eye and peered behind the cornea for a long time. “We’ll have time to discuss all this. We’ll have time.”




    “What is your task?”


  




  The woman turned off the light bulb, put it back in her pocket and looked at her smugly. “I take care of the units that have to interact with humans.”





  

    “Not in the mines?”




    “No, no work units destined for the mines, for me” laughed the woman again, amused.




    “Only units like me?”




    “Exactly.”




    “And then?”




    “Then I take care of my two children. A boy and a girl.”




    “Do they have hair like yours?”




    “What do you mean?” “Color...”




    “Sure...” the woman said. “My son, Fabian, not so much. He is darker. He got it from his father. But my little girl, Samantha, is a blonde like me. But I can say “little girl” only with you because otherwise she gets angry. She’s already fifteen, in fact, and...”




    “And why are mine black?” Jessica interrupted.




    The other sighed. “You are a model with Asian appearance. You will understand what that means. You already know the Earth, I see from the state of your programming...”




    “Am I destined for China?”




    “No way!” the woman exclaimed, laughing. “You are really silly… Over there they’ve plenty of robots that look like you! Your model was created for a western clientele who prefer the oriental look. An Asian face, for certain clients, conveys ideas of dedication and respect.”




    Jessica nodded and smiled, grateful for those clarifications that supplemented the vague information she had, names not yet connected to images or experience.




    The woman moved away from the bed, but without caring that she was far enough away not to be heard. She picked up the phone and called the contact center. “I believe that the unit at five is ready to be transferred to the next level of education. Yes...Jessica. Yes, of course, her eyes are able to read, or will be soon… Of course… You need to activate the narrative protocols and associate the images with them… Of course… It was just to inform you…”




    She was going to leave the room but Jessica called her. “Lady...”




    “Yes?” she said, surprised. She waited a few moments suspiciously, then went back. “Are your children older than me?”




    The technician shook her head, then burst out laughing. “Of course they’re older than you. You were put together a few months ago! And I’m older than them!”




    Jessica nodded thoughtfully. “And what does this mean?”




    “Well, this means I’ll die before they do… I suppose,” said the woman, looking suddenly heartbroken, momentarily forgetting that she was speaking to an artificial being.




    “And when will they die?” “Who knows?”




    “More or less.”




    “Who knows, when they’re ninety or one hundred years old.” “And when will I die?”




    The woman shook her head again, touched and a little alarmed by that question. “Nobody knows that yet. Nobody really knows it, how much is the average life of an artificial being... None of you are dead yet. If we can say that yours is death.




    “So we live forever?”




    “And who knows? Provided we can say that yours is life...”


  




   





  

    Three weeks later, a technician with long black hair entered the laboratory. She was a small, narrow-eyed young woman like Jessica.




    “You have black hair...” the artificial girl observed as soon as she saw her. “I have black hair,” she said casually, reading the data on the monitor.




    “Why?”




    “My family is from Vietnam.”




    “Do you think I can eat anything?” she finally decided to ask. She had been wanting to ask if she could eat for weeks but had never dared to. Not that she was hungry or needed to. But she had discovered that it was something humans did. She had found it in the basic mental patterns and then she had seen the cleaning woman eat secretly while watching the screens. The blonde woman was kind but Jessica thought eating was something unseemly. Jessica didn’t want to talk to her about it. The technician had children and cared about them very much. She knew that those who have a family use special attention to protect them and she didn’t mean anything wrong. Above all, she didn’t want her to know that she was interested in something potentially inappropriate like eating.




    “You don’t need to eat, darling,” the young woman said, not looking up from her work. “If you really want or have to, you can do it. But you don’t need it. You don’t know what a great advantage you have...”




    “Why?”




    “Because you save a lot of time,” continued the other, without ceasing to do what she had to do. Then, as soon as the job was done, she looked up at her. “You don’t know how much time you save. And how much money. And how many hassles you save yourself, darling.” Finally she added, as if to console her: “But today you will start something else that is typically human, which will therefore waste a lot of time...”




    “Something like eating?”




    “Like eating, but much less pleasant—you’ll be moved downstairs today and learn to read.”




    The synthetic beings learned the first mental patterns in digital form. In the beginning they were just sophisticated computers that stored information. However, that was only the beginning of their intellectual and emotional life. Since the first experiments conducted by Dr. Schreiber, when Venus produced the first synthetic units, storytelling proved to be the best way to shape a mind with human characteristics. The superior models had been equipped with narrative-type protocols. These were protocols that were written through readings and then developed, updated and corrected automatically. A synthetic being could learn for a lifetime. Because of this, synthetics had to read in order to be trained. The mind was molded into human shape through experience preserved in narrative form by books. These protocols gave rise to specific algorithms that aimed for detailed responses and precise behaviors. Among the novels prescribed by the program were The Unbearable Lightness of Being, The Elementary Particles, Lolita, Journey to the End of the Night, Madame Bovary and, of course, The Venus Formula as required reading in the process of personality formation. Novels, not manuals, nor encyclopedias that explained the world. The novels showed what human beings are like and how they think. Subsequently the synthetic beings began to write. They kept a personal journal, wrote stories and stuff like that. There was no need to push them to do it. Their synthetic mind, so similar to the human one, automatically repurposed the events, problems and solutions they had encountered while reading. The principle that guided the intellectual and emotional formation of synthetic beings was that we understand each other to the extent that we can tell ourselves. Now the Vietnamese girl was telling Jessica it was time to learn to tell her story.


  




  

    “May I ask you a question?” Jessica asked shyly.




    “If you must...” the girl conceded, going back to her job.




    Jessica got up and sat on the bed. In that position she could look her interlocutor in the eye, if the technician deigned to look at her. “Why am I here?”




    “What do you mean?” the other asked absently.




    “I mean, you, for example, what are you here for?”




    “I work at the Venus and take care of newly activated units like you.” “Are you just that?”




    The girl looked up, annoyed. “Of course not! What do you think? I have a family to think about, I have a boyfriend who has just graduated, and I have plans... If you knew how many things I have in my head!”




    “This is my point! What are my plans?”




    The other shook her head, confused. “You have no plans, darling. You have a function.”




    “And what is my function?”




    “They’ll let you know,” the technician said, shrugging.




    “Is that a specific function?”




    “I think so. I’m sure it is.”




    Jessica thought for a moment. “So the difference between human beings and artificial beings is that artificial beings have a precise function while human beings have no precise function. They have plans.”




    “Yes, I think you can really put it like this. Now follow me, let’s go learn to read.”




    The synthetic girl put her legs off the bed, got up unsure and followed her into the corridor, taking one step after another with great care and holding on to the wall.




     




    The walls of the corridor were covered with words in different handwriting and colors. They were usually drawn with a blue or black marker, but occasionally a text written in red or green stood out. Some sentences were ordered and the lines followed one another aligned and regular, others were messy and the end of the line pointed towards the floor. The synthetic girls read the prescribed books, then wrote down what formed in their minds, straining their memory to recall what had fired their imagination and trying to understand and imagine how what they had read would be for them, in the real world they had not yet seen. In that way the protocols originated different algorithms for each new individual situation. Each writing was different: this was the reason they had to read and write, to develop an individual personality. You could recognize the steadier hand of certain basic models and the more nervous one of Jessica’s generation. If the writings of the same hand were compared, you could notice how the initial clumsiness had been transformed into dexterity. Even though there weren’t many mistakes, the first few letters looked like those written by children in primary school, they were large and sometimes upside down. Soon, often already within the same text, they became more regular and orderly.




    In general, these were sentences that had affected them or events that they tried to imagine with themselves as protagonists. They felt how those words written by their hands sounded in real life and how they could have behaved in the situation they were telling.




    Generally on the wall of the corridor they wrote maxims and thoughts that could concern everyone and that could give a certain almost human authority to their author. In the small spaces of the wall behind the corners more intimate or uncertain thoughts were written, and it was there that one could see the highest concentration of question marks. Each one wrote a sentence or text that meant something to her. The first writings were drawn at eye level, then gradually lower down, up to the line of the floor, then up, on a level which could only be reached on a chair or on the shoulders of a companion. Everyone did their best not to leave any free space.


  




  

    Jessica drew a seagull around the corner, so that it would not be visible to those scurrying down the hall. Then she wrote several sentences in small letters. She had read a book that told of a seagull that did not follow the rules of the flock but it was understood that that animal was actually a human being. She thought that that animal must be similar to the seagull she had seen in her dream. She also thought she felt quite similar to the human being that that seagull was supposed to represent.




    No protocol prescribed writing on the walls. During the day they filled notebooks and reserved for the wall only the sentences that had most struck them. They did so of their own free will and for personal pleasure. Somebody started it as a game and the others followed suit.




    After a couple of months, the first poems began to appear.




     




    Jessica strolled in the garden of the Venus complex holding the manual in her right hand, resting on her chest. She held her finger between the pages where she had stopped reading. Pages, paper, printed text, photographs and figures: all this was needed to create the human-like mental patterns necessary for an artificial being that would have to interact and work closely with natural humans. In this the robots were different from the disembodied artificial intelligences.




    She opened the book and reread the last sentence. “A robot shouldn’t be too different from a human so as not to cause fear, but it shouldn’t be too similar to a human either so as not to cause discomfort.”




    She looked up and nodded. She liked that subject. Perhaps she would find a few sentences to write on the wall when she returned.




    She shuffled her feet into the gravel and nodded smugly. “So...” she reflected, “don’t try to be too similar to natural beings, but not too different either... After all, it’s easier for me to be similar to human beings than different... I want to be different from those who are the same as me. I want to be different from other synthetic beings...”




    She came to the pond and looked at the still surface. The gush of the fountain was turned off and the water reflected the surrounding trees. She saw a fish moving on the brown bottom of the pond. Generally no one came to that corner of the park. There was silence and the sound of human voices arguing could be heard in the distance. She leaned forward and reflected in the pond. She looked at the glossy black hair that fell to her shoulders and reflected the sunlight, the narrow sharp eyes and the round face. She decided that the following day she would ask again what her function would be.




    Several technicians looked after the units in formation. Some changed frequently but a couple of them were always the same. A man and a woman were on duty that week. Jessica waited until she was free and turned to the woman. Her name was Eleonore and she had long black hair similar to Jessica’s. But she was tall and her eyes were brown, large and round. When Jessica saw her alone she asked what her function would be.




    Eleonore smiled at her and explained that she would be a sex robot intended for a clientele who preferred the Asian body type. They wouldn’t have sent her to China, she joked, because even in the West there was a demand for women with oriental physiques and there was a large clientele fascinated by oriental behavior, whatever that meant. She told her she would soon begin studying what she needed to know. In fact, she could already have a look at the manual. If she went ahead a couple of chapters she would find what she was supposed to learn.


  




  

    “Sex robot?” Jessica asked, emphasizing the words, especially “robot” which sounded rather rude to her.




    “Yes,” Eleonore replied naturally.




    “Robot?” she asked again, hoping the other would notice how out of place that word was. Eleonore shook her head and took the manual from her hands, looking for the chapters she mentioned. “It’s not like it used to be… You know, it’s a very interesting destination. A sex robot is not just a human-looking robot for the satisfaction of sexual needs. Today a sex robot challenges what it means to be human and at the same time enables us to reflect on our human nature... Oh, but you’ll see for yourself...” she  said, her fingers hastily leafing through the manual, searching for the pages she wanted to show.




    Jessica nodded and the woman smiled at her, encouraging. Then she returned her manual, having not found the pages she was looking for.




    Then that would have been its function: to act like a human being and interact with humans. Looking for that thin line that divides nature from artifice and trying to understand, from its privileged point of view of a synthetic being, what makes that a human being is a human being. Was that what they were asking her? Jessica didn’t look for Eleonore to ask her that question because she knew she would smile at her and not answer. She would tell her to consult some pages of the manual. She would tell her not to hurry and that she would find out in due time. As soon as the reading period was over, she headed for the garden. In the corridor she noticed an empty space and wrote a sentence from the book she had just read:





     


  




  

    

      Those who find ugly meanings in beautiful things are corrupt without being charming. This is a fault.


    




    

      Those who find beautiful meanings in beautiful things are the cultivated. For these there is hope.


    




    

      All art is quite useless.


    


  




  

     




    She tried to trace the characters in a regular and orderly handwriting, then observed the result from a distance, critically. The first two sentences struck her as fine and appropriate words. But what did the last sentence mean? And why did she like it so much? What did art have to do with a synthetic being? It was a question that intrigued her. She decided to spend the rest of the day thinking about it.




    She reached the pond. The gush was in operation and the broken surface reflected the shimmering of the setting sun on the surrounding trees. The grove around the pond seemed animated by a mysterious life. She thought she should have lived with natural humans and not on some plantation, not in some remote research station, or in some occupying army defending invisible borders. She was supposed to argue and convince natural humans of the allure of artifice. It would have perplexed them, the natural humans, who always seemed so confident. She would have convinced them, by means of her mind and by means of her body. She would have been convinced that humans who explained everything to her or, better, who didn’t explain anything but who made her understand with hints and silences that there was so much, too much to explain that she didn’t and couldn’t know.


  




  Jessica was dazzled by an uncontrollable inner life, deafened by a river of words that rumbled inside her. She couldn’t tell anyone about it. The other units were in a similar stage of development but, as she could state, focused on other problems; other doubts and other passions gnawed at their souls. The technicians weren’t interested in what she had to say: they were doing their job and their job, in any case, was different from life. Jessica then repeated those words to herself. The tumult deafened her but she knew that there was a world out there somewhere and that her questions would be answered. She created stories in which natural beings and artificial beings interacted with her, listened to her words, discussed them, and showed interest. In those narratives she knew how to express her ideas in a complete and convincing way. In those narratives, no one betrayed or disappointed her.





  

    Suddenly she thought that this was a good opportunity to be happy. She had so many literary models that she could adopt to express her joy. She remembered stories and film sequences in which she had seen happy human beings. She had to modulate her body’s reactions according to the feelings she wanted to express. She had to be happy because that moment of her life wasn’t lived in vain and because that moment wasn’t wasted. It wasn’t a drill. It must have been life or something close to life. She also tried to smile, moved the muscles of her lips and then lowered her gaze but the broken surface of the pond did not reflect her image.




    “When will I be a robot?”




    Jessica stopped the technician walking in the opposite direction down the hall. He seemed surprised by that sudden question, in that place of passage or, for the robots, of writing.




    “What a question... But you are a robot.”




    “I mean, when will I be a real robot and not a young robot like it is specified in the manuals?”




    Oscar smiled, then put down the box he was carrying. He was the first male coach in that department for quite some time. He had short hair with a small braid at the back of his neck and a perpetual smile. “Are you in a hurry?” he asked ironically.




    “I’m in no hurry. There is no data yet on the effect of time on artificial beings, but I think I have all the time I want. It is out of curiosity.”




    “So if you’re curious, be happy to know that now you’re learning. You are at the beginning. In other words, you are a beginner.”




    “Well, I mean, is there going to be a time where it’s not about learning but about doing what you know?”




    Oscar became serious and bit his lip. He liked that stubborn, lively unit. He would never lie to her about what little he knew.




    “Jessica, I don’t know if this applies to you, or to synthetic beings in general, but one day when it is time, you’ll realize that it’s always the beginning.”




    “Are we always beginners?” “I think so.”




    “Even the ones that never get old?”




    “I think it also applies to beings which never get old.”




    “It’s not that exciting…” Jessica murmured, shrugging, not hiding her disappointment.




    “Well, consider that I cannot know, because I am a natural being. But being a beginner all the time isn’t all that bad. In any case, just remember that we have to carry on, anyway.”




    “Pretending to know what we don’t know yet?”




    “Exactly,” said Oscar, pleased and a little surprised. “Pretending to know what we don’t know yet. Do you see? You’re learning!”


  




  “Now I’m going to write it on the wall,” Jessica said, pointing to the wall covered in sentences written in colorful letters.





  

    “Maybe not,” Oscar suggested. “Keep it to yourself.”




    “And why?”




    Oscar looked around, embarrassed. He didn’t quite know what to answer. “You will soon learn that it is not good to tell everything you know. Above all, the important things are those that must be kept to themselves.




    “Okay, thanks.”




    “At all.”




    “So I won’t be an adult robot soon?”




    “I hope not,” Oscar said, shaking his head with ill-concealed compassion, then lifted the box and continued on his way.




     




    Sometimes the teachers’ lectures were even more enjoyable than the books read in silence. It depended on the teacher. It depended on the teacher and on the topic. But it was always an opportunity to learn how to move the body when speaking, and to discover that the problems studied are often experienced in everyday life. In the life of natural beings, at least. That day the teacher was a professor, a psychologist, so he was introduced. He was one who normally deals with the mind of natural humans and he had some experience with such problems. He moved with nervous jerks and had a great head of frizzy white hair.




    “Today we will discuss the importance of beauty in our cultural context and we will try to evaluate how an artificial body can become a paradigm of a different idea of beauty.”




    Jessica nodded, satisfied. That, for example, seemed like an interesting issue. “A sex robot is an example of artificial beauty… isn’t it?”




    Jessica nodded again. The professor looked surprised. Not only because she was the only one interacting, but also because this was not a question but an observation that required no answer.




    “Is it possible that a sex robot, which represents the concept of artificial beauty that is not a simple imitation of existing beauty, can respond to basic natural instincts? Something like this has happened with works of art for millennia, and therefore we can expect the same to happen with non-natural beings.”




    The professor began by telling them that it is possible to relate the appreciation of the beauty of works of art to the enjoyment of good food and the pleasure of mating with attractive companions. Pleasure, in these elementary behaviors such as nutrition and sex, works as a positive reinforcement, that is, a rewarding stimulus that leads to repeating that behavior. In the case of food and mating, the result is the survival of the individual and of the species. Jessica knew that curious psychological terminology. It was the way psychologists complicate simple things. Those big words didn’t explain anything new but made it more satisfying to understand basic facts or behaviors. Then the professor went on to more subtle matters. And in the case of beauty? In the case of beauty, the discussion became complex. We don’t need beauty to survive. Beauty cannot be explained in terms of evolutionary advantages. It does not make us more adapted to our surroundings, which is to say: beauty has no adaptive advantage. Beauty doesn’t make us stronger or quench our thirst. But it could present another kind of advantage. There are by-products or secondary effects of adaptation that prove to be functional to survival in a way that no one would have expected, in a way certainly not required by the environment. An example of these by-products of adaptation are bird feathers. Jessica pricked up her ears and bit her lip, showing all the attention she was capable of, just like she’d seen done in the movies.


  




  Then the birds’ feathers reminded her of the seagull that had been her first dream. Feathers, the professor told them, appeared for the first time on dinosaurs, and immediately presented great adaptive advantages because they protected very well from cold and rain. Then the dinosaurs went extinct but the feathers remained. On birds. They used them to fly. And feathers worked excellently. But in another way. Before, even with feathers, dinosaurs had never flown.





  

    The professor used a strange word for this strange type of evolution, a random evolution, whereby an evolutionary structure or a quality has an unexpected success in a field very different from the one for which it was imposed in terms of adaptation. He called it “exaptation”.




    As soon as class was over, Jessica ran to write that word, exaptation, on the hallway wall. That word alone, there on the wall, didn’t make a very good impression. In fact, it meant nothing at all. Then below she listed the phenomena that she could refer to that concept and that otherwise she would not have been able to explain. “Art” she wrote, then added “books” and finally “beauty”. Here, Jessica thought. Looking at the three words. She would have liked to add her own name too but it seemed too much. She had been created as a tool, because unlike humans she had to have a precise function. She was a robot built to satisfy sexual desires. But she, thanks to exaptation, could provide something for which she was not expressly designed. A drive similar to instinct, but not the survival instinct in its original form, had created in man the desire for beauty. She could respond to that desire for beauty just like any other human being, natural or otherwise.




    She dropped the marker, sat down on the floor and lost herself in reverie.




     




    She went in search of Oscar and found him in the laboratory, next to the motionless bodies of the new units, still unaware, immersed in sleep and with their minds lost in dreams of seagulls.




    “What happened now?” he asked, with a sigh and a look of exaggerated annoyance. He was actually amused by the curiosity of that unusual unit.




    “Do you think I’m beautiful?” Jessica stood three-quarters still, as if to make his judgment easier.




    “What do you have in mind?”




    “Am I beautiful or not?” She insisted.




    “What?!”




    “Do you like me?”




    “Look, I don’t really appreciate female beauty. But yes, you are beautiful. You have a body designed to gather the most attractive features, secondary sexual characteristics are well displayed in your body and you have all the indicators of physical fitness…”




    “Stop with the usual crap! Would you choose me as your sex robot?”




    Oscar turned his head, with a touch of embarrassment. Then he smiled, searching for the right words. “I don’t, but you see, nothing personal. I don’t have to reproduce like most...”




    “And what does this have to do with it? I don’t even have to reproduce. I just can’t.”




    “I mean that I prefer male beauty… But you, yes, you are beautiful.”




    “Good.”




    “Even too much.”




    “What do you mean?”




    “Don’t worry too much about beauty. It won’t help you, after all. To satisfy men’s sexual desires, imagination and intelligence are needed more than beauty. And it will be mostly about that, my dear.”


  




  





  

    In the following weeks, Jessica learned many things that contradicted what Oscar said. Over time she understood that Oscar knew very little about women and human beings in general, and if he did know something he liked to pretend he didn’t know and distorted her questions with answers disguised as irony and cynicism. She discovered that Oscar nurtured a certain admiration for her and, under that admiration, badly hid a certain spirit of competition. She found that this young man, a lukewarm admirer of her beauty, was above all an ardent admirer of himself.




    “Oscar, can you find me some lipstick?”




    “But you’re crazy, Jessie.”




    She approached his ear. She whispered the words touching him with her lips, she knew that he liked that gesture and that at the same time it bothered him. “Lipstick. Please...”




    “Don’t even talk about it!” “Please!...”




    “How do you know these things?”




    “Come on, we read about it in all the books, I’ve seen it in many movies, I’ve also seen it in commercials”.




    Oscar shrugged. “But what do you need it for?”




    “Lipstick, any color. You can choose it for me, okay?”




    The other felt vaguely flattered, invested with an unexpected responsibility. “But why?”




    She shrugged and looked at the ground. “I can’t get out of here and even if I got out I wouldn’t know where to go.”




    “Okay,” Oscar agreed. “Thank you.”




    Then she went into the corridor and looked for a free space on the wall. She thought about it for a long time, then grabbed the marker she had in her pocket.




     


  

