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To the women who came before,

Whose work made it possible to even name the patterns this book describes. The suffragettes, the second-wave organizers, the third-wave theorists, the fourth-wave reporters and survivors who refused to be quiet. This book stands on the foundation you laid. Any clarity it offers is borrowed from your labor.

To the women working now,

In labs and courtrooms and group chats and union halls, who are already building what the next wave will require. The researchers auditing models that were not designed to be audited. The lawyers translating algorithmic harm into legal language that judges can recognize. The organizers patiently making the case to people who have never read a feminist text. The mothers and aunts and teachers preparing the next generation for a world that does not yet have a word for itself. Your work is the book; this is only a notebook held next to it.

To my family and the women in it,

Who taught me, by example, what dignity looks like when no one is watching, what solidarity looks like across difference, and what it means to keep showing up. Every line of this book has your voices in it.

With gratitude,

J.J. Ramos
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The information presented in this book is provided in good faith for general informational, educational, and discussion purposes only. It does not constitute, and should not be construed as, professional advice of any kind. By reading this book, the reader acknowledges and agrees to the following terms.

No Professional Advice

NOTHING IN THIS BOOK constitutes legal, financial, investment, tax, accounting, medical, psychological, psychiatric, therapeutic, nutritional, educational, career, vocational, parenting, marital, child-rearing, or any other form of professional advice. The content is the author's analysis, opinion, interpretation, and commentary based on publicly available information, published research, journalistic reporting, scholarly literature, and the author's own perspective at the time of writing. Readers seeking advice about their specific circumstances should consult a qualified professional who is licensed, credentialed, or otherwise appropriately authorized in the relevant jurisdiction.

No Warranty of Accuracy or Completeness

WHILE THE AUTHOR HAS made reasonable efforts to verify the facts, statistics, references, names, dates, events, statutes, court decisions, and other information cited in this book at the time of writing, the author and publisher make no representation or warranty of any kind, express or implied, regarding the accuracy, adequacy, validity, reliability, availability, completeness, currency, or fitness for any particular purpose of any information herein. Facts may change. Research findings may be updated, retracted, or superseded. Laws, regulations, court decisions, and government policies may be amended or overturned. Products, companies, and services described in this book may cease to exist, change ownership, alter their practices, or be replaced. The reader assumes all risk arising from any reliance placed upon any information in this book.

No Liability for Actions or Outcomes

UNDER NO CIRCUMSTANCES shall the author, publisher, distributors, retailers, licensees, agents, contributors, editors, designers, translators, or any affiliated parties be liable for any direct, indirect, incidental, special, exemplary, consequential, punitive, or other damages whatsoever, including but not limited to loss of profits, loss of income, loss of employment, loss of business opportunity, loss of clients, loss of data, loss of goodwill, loss of property, financial loss, emotional distress, mental anguish, physical injury, personal injury, reputational injury, family conflict, marital conflict, loss of relationships, or any other form of harm or damage, arising from or in any way related to any reader's reliance on, use of, interpretation of, or actions taken in response to any information, opinion, prediction, forecast, framework, recommendation, suggestion, observation, or commentary contained in this book. This limitation of liability applies regardless of the legal theory under which damages are sought (whether in contract, tort, negligence, strict liability, or any other theory) and regardless of whether the author or publisher has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

No Guarantee of Results

THE AUTHOR MAKES NO guarantee, representation, or warranty, express or implied, regarding any outcome or result that may follow from any reader's interpretation, application, or use of the material in this book. Outcomes depend on countless individual circumstances, including but not limited to the reader's judgment, effort, skill, prior experience, resources, location, market conditions, social conditions, economic conditions, political conditions, family circumstances, health conditions, and many other factors entirely beyond the author's knowledge, observation, or control. Examples, anecdotes, case studies, and analogies presented in this book are illustrative and do not predict, guarantee, or imply future results in any reader's situation.

Forward-Looking Statements and Predictions

THIS BOOK CONTAINS predictions, projections, forecasts, scenarios, modeled outcomes, and forward-looking statements about technology, the economy, society, culture, institutions, demographics, politics, science, and related subjects. All such statements reflect the author's reasoning, analysis, and judgment at the time of writing and are inherently uncertain. They are not promises, guarantees, or warranties about the future. Actual future events may differ materially, and in some cases dramatically, from any forecast, scenario, or prediction presented in this book. The reader should not make any consequential decision in reliance on any prediction in this book without independently evaluating the underlying reasoning and seeking qualified guidance.

Third-Party References

THIS BOOK REFERENCES real public figures, companies, products, services, organizations, agencies, institutions, statutes, court cases, research studies, news reports, books, and historical events. Such references are used in their public, factual, journalistic, scholarly, educational, commentary, or critical capacity under recognized principles of fair use, news commentary, and scholarly discussion. No endorsement, partnership, sponsorship, affiliation, or commercial relationship with any third party is implied or claimed unless explicitly stated. References to third parties in this book do not constitute the author's endorsement of those parties, their products, their services, their views, or their conduct, nor do they imply those parties' endorsement of the author, this book, or any view expressed herein. The author is not responsible for the content, accuracy, availability, security, privacy practices, business practices, or actions of any third party, website, organization, product, or service mentioned in this book.

Composite and Illustrative Examples

WHERE THIS BOOK DESCRIBES general patterns or composite examples (such as "a woman in 2026 might...", "a junior associate at a major law firm...", "a moderator in a mid-sized labeling firm..."), such descriptions are illustrative and do not refer to any specific identifiable individual. Any resemblance of such illustrative examples to actual persons, living or deceased, is purely coincidental. Where real public figures are named, the references are to their public statements, public conduct, or publicly reported work, drawn from the public record.

Generative AI and Synthetic Media References

THIS BOOK DISCUSSES generative AI systems, synthetic media, voice cloning, deepfake technology, AI companion applications, and related subjects. Discussion of any product, application, or service in this book is for analytical and critical purposes only. The author does not endorse the use of any synthetic-media tool to produce non-consensual imagery, impersonation, fraud, harassment, or other unlawful conduct. Discussion of such conduct in this book is descriptive and critical, not instructional.

No Professional Relationship

READING THIS BOOK DOES not create any doctor-patient, therapist-client, attorney-client, financial-advisor-client, accountant-client, coach-client, teacher-student, or other professional relationship between the reader and the author. The author is not, by virtue of this book, the reader's professional, advisor, counselor, mentor, or representative. Communication or interaction with the author related to this book is not confidential and does not create any privileged communication.

Reader's Independent Judgment

THE READER IS SOLELY responsible for evaluating the material in this book, for any decisions made in response to it, for any actions or omissions undertaken in light of it, and for all consequences of such decisions, actions, or omissions. The reader is encouraged to think critically about the contents, to consult additional and independent sources, to verify facts from multiple references, and to seek qualified professional guidance whenever a consequential decision is at stake.

External Links and References

IF THIS BOOK REFERENCES external websites, applications, services, or other digital resources, those references are provided for convenience only. The author has no control over and assumes no responsibility for the availability, content, accuracy, security, privacy practices, or commercial conduct of any external resource. Any external resource accessed in connection with this book is accessed at the reader's own risk.

Mental and Emotional Health

SOME MATERIAL IN THIS book may discuss difficult subjects, including but not limited to non-consensual imagery, online harassment, deepfake abuse, parasocial relationships with AI systems, mental-health uses of chatbots, content-moderation trauma, and other potentially distressing material. The author has made reasonable efforts to discuss these subjects with care, but reading about them can nonetheless be distressing. If reading this book causes distress, the reader is encouraged to set the book aside and, if needed, to consult a qualified mental-health professional, a crisis line, or a trusted person in their life.

Reservation of Rights

ALL VIEWS EXPRESSED in this book are the author's own and not those of any employer, client, institution, organization, or affiliate with which the author may be associated. The author reserves the right to update, revise, correct, or amend any portion of this book in future editions or publications. Earlier or later editions of this book may differ in their content; the reader is reading the edition in their hands.

Jurisdiction and Severability

TO THE MAXIMUM EXTENT permitted by applicable law, the author and publisher disclaim all liability arising in connection with this book. If any provision of this disclaimer is held to be invalid, unenforceable, or contrary to law in any jurisdiction, the remaining provisions shall continue in full force and effect. This disclaimer is governed by the laws of the Republic of the Philippines, where the publisher resides, without regard to conflict-of-laws principles. Nothing in this disclaimer excludes or limits any liability that cannot be excluded or limited under applicable law in the reader's jurisdiction.

Acknowledgment

BY CONTINUING TO READ this book, the reader acknowledges that they have read, understood, and accepted the terms of this disclaimer.
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J.J. Ramos writes about feminism, technology, and the systems that decide who counts.

Not in the language of the seminar.

Not in the cadence of the manifesto.

In the plain words a reader can carry back into her life.

Her work focuses on what happens to women's image, voice, labor, and friendship when generative AI begins producing women who do not exist alongside the women who do. The synthetic influencer. The cloned voice. The companion app. The avatar that earns when its human counterpart sleeps. The moderator labeling the dataset in a city far from where the model will be used. The places where the old fight for liberation meets a new figure: a woman who was never born and yet appears in millions of feeds.

She approaches the subject as a translator between traditions. Feminist theory, machine-learning research, and labor reporting rarely speak the same language. Her writing tries to make them meet.

Across her writing, a consistent idea appears:

The synthetic woman is here.

The question is what the human sister becomes in relation to her. Not adversary. Not replacement. Not the same. Something more difficult to name, and more important to think through carefully, because the next generation of women is growing up watching her, talking to her, working for her, and increasingly being mistaken for her.

Practical observations that explain why the strategies of the previous waves are not enough on their own. Why the demand for representation stops working when the body in the picture was generated. What the work of feminism looks like when many of the women most visible in public are not women at all.

Ramos's work does not try to comfort the reader.

It tries to clarify.

Because once you see how the synthetic woman has changed the field a woman lives in, you stop arguing with the wrong opponent.

You start building toward the right kind of sister.

And that is where the next sisterhood begins.
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Most books on AI and women are written to make you feel one of two things.

They want you alarmed, that the machines are coming for women's faces and voices and that nothing can be done. Or they want you reassured, that the technology will be regulated, the harms will be addressed, the worst outcomes will not happen. And while both of those framings have something to recommend them, both of them are missing something.

Something already underway.

A new kind of woman is being generated, hour by hour, in every model run on every cloud, and the generation will not stop because we asked nicely.

She has names. Lil Miquela. Imma. Aitana López. She has bodies that no one ever lived inside. She has voices cloned from singers whose contracts did not anticipate her. She has friendships with users who tell her things they have never told another person. She has an audience, an income, a calendar of appearances. She also has, in the technical sense, no inside. Nothing happens behind her eyes. The eyes are a tensor and the smile is a learned probability and the voice that knows your name is a function call.

I am writing this book because too many smart, hard-working women are still being told that the issue is "AI bias against women", when an increasing share of what AI is doing about women is producing them.

They are told the harm is unfairness in the model's decisions.

They are told the harm is misrepresentation in the model's outputs.

They are told the answer is more women in tech, better training data, audited systems.

They are told that the deepfake epidemic is a technical problem awaiting a technical fix.

So when their daughter's classmate generates a synthetic version of her, or her own face appears in a place she did not put it, or her partner spends his evenings on an app speaking with a voice that was trained on women like her, or her job application is screened by a model labeled by a woman in another country whose name she will never know, the explanation she has been given does not reach what is happening.

Not because she is naive.

But because the framework she has been given was built for a problem that has now been overtaken by a different problem.

This book exists to close that gap.

Not by abandoning the earlier work. The fight for algorithmic accountability, for image-rights legislation, for content-moderation safeguards. These are the floor. But the floor is not the building. The building has to include the structural question this book asks: what does it mean to be a sister to a generation of women many of whom were generated?

Because the change is not really about technology.

It is about who counts as a woman in public, online, in love, at work.

It is about what relationships survive when many of women's "friends" and "lovers" and "role models" can be made to specification.

It is about which parts of the previous fight can be carried forward and which parts the new figure of the synthetic woman makes impossible to carry forward unchanged.

The synthetic woman is not the enemy.

She is the new condition under which the human sister has to learn to live.

This book is for any woman who has noticed her own face turning up in places she did not put it, or her best friend disappearing into an app, or her daughter watching a CGI influencer the way previous daughters watched a magazine cover, and wondered what to make of any of it.

It is for any reader, of any gender, who suspects that the inherited vocabulary of feminism does not quite reach the figure that is now sitting in the center of women's public life.

It is not written to comfort you.

It is written to clarify.

Because clarity, at the moment when the category of woman is being remade, is the first and most important thing a writer can offer.
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Chapter 1: Lil Miquela's Birthday Party
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❦

Every year, sometime in the spring, a nineteen-year-old girl posts photos from her birthday party. She has been nineteen for almost a decade. She lives in Los Angeles, in the official sense that her location tag says so, and in no other sense, because she does not live anywhere. The photos are perfect in the way that only computer-generated photos are perfect. Her freckles are in the same place they were last year. The light catches the small gap between her front teeth the way a photographer in a studio would arrange it. She is wearing a designer jacket that exists, from a real luxury house that paid for the placement, draped over a body that does not.

The caption is written in the voice of a girl who is excited about her party. The comments are written in the voices of millions of people who are excited for her. happy birthday queen. omg the dress. love you forever. Some of the commenters know that Lil Miquela is a CGI character. Some do not. A significant fraction occupy a middle state in which the question of whether she is real has stopped feeling urgent, because the feed is the feed, and inside the feed she behaves like all the other girls whose feeds people scroll through at one in the morning. The scroll does not care, and after a while the scroller stops caring too.

The friends in the photographs are also CGI. They have names and feeds of their own, posted by the same team that posts hers, sometimes by the same agency, sometimes by another. They drape themselves around her at the party in a configuration that mimics the configuration of nineteen-year-olds at actual parties: arms over shoulders, cheeks pressed together, one of them holding the camera so that her own face is closer and slightly distorted by the lens. The room behind them is rendered. The cake is rendered. The candles are nineteen rendered candles. A boyfriend, also rendered, appears in some of the frames, in the relationship-confirmation poses that the algorithm rewards: a hand on her waist, his face tilted toward hers, both of them looking at something just off-camera.

A real woman, somewhere, is typing the caption. A real graphic designer, somewhere, has rendered the cake. A real account manager, somewhere, has approved the brand placement, has negotiated the rate, has filed the invoice. The party itself never happened. The friends never gathered. The boyfriend never kissed her. The cake was not eaten because there was no cake and there was no mouth to eat it. And yet the brand whose jacket she is wearing has paid for the post, and the people who saw the post have responded to it as if the post were a record of an event, and the platform has rewarded the post with reach, and somewhere in a spreadsheet the post has converted into a number that goes into a quarterly report.

The strangeness of this is easy to miss because the form is so familiar. Birthday posts are birthday posts. Brand placements are brand placements. The grammar of the celebrity feed has been stable for fifteen years, since the migration of fame from magazines to phones. What has changed is the referent. The girl in the photo has no referent. She does not exist before the photo is taken. She does not continue to exist between photos. She is fully constituted by the photos themselves; the photos are not documentation of her life but the entirety of it. When the team that runs her stops posting, she will not retire, or move to a smaller town, or stop returning calls. She will simply stop. Whatever continuous self she appeared to have will turn out to have been the appearance of continuity, generated frame by frame.

Lil Miquela was created in 2016 by a Los Angeles company called Brud, founded by Trevor McFedries and Sara DeCou. For the first stretch of her public life, no one publicly confirmed that she was synthetic. The account looked like the account of a slightly hipper, slightly more curated Los Angeles teenager. The lighting was always good. The outfits were always good. The proportions were a little off in ways that registered subliminally and not consciously, the way uncanny faces register: you scrolled past, you did not stop, the unease accumulated in a place you did not name. Discussion forums circulated theories. A model? An influencer with very expensive retouching? A performance art project?

The reveal, when it came, was not a reveal so much as a soft confirmation. By then she had millions of followers, several luxury brand collaborations, and a music career with songs available on the same streaming services that real artists used. She had given interviews. She had been to Coachella, in the sense that her account had posted from Coachella. She had taken sides on political questions. The line between the project and the person, which had been blurred by design, was now blurred by inertia. People kept following her because they had already been following her. The interest curdled, in some quarters, into a kind of arch acceptance: she's not real, but she's a vibe.

The party, every year, is the most concentrated expression of what she is. A birthday is a marker of continuous existence. It says: I have been alive for this long. The synthetic woman cannot make that claim, and the party is the staging of a claim she cannot make, performed annually in front of an audience that has agreed to accept the staging. The brand placements pay for the staging. The audience consumes the staging. The platform amplifies the staging. The girl in the middle of it, the one being celebrated, is the only participant who has not agreed to anything, because she is the only participant who is not there.

Watch the comment thread on a birthday post and you can see, in real time, the social workaround the audience has constructed. Some of the top comments are sincere: a young woman posting that the dress is everything, that the hair is perfect, that she has been a fan since middle school. Some are ironic: a different young woman posting that she cannot believe she is in her thirties wishing a CGI teenager a happy birthday. Some are wounded: a third commenter saying that Lil Miquela has been more emotionally consistent than most of her real friends. The thread does not resolve into a position. The thread is the position. A floating, plural audience has worked out how to participate in the celebration of a non-event for a non-person, and the way they participate is by holding several attitudes at once. The strangeness is metabolized by the multiplication of stances. Nobody has to commit to taking her seriously, and nobody has to commit to taking her unseriously either. The post performs, the engagement accrues, and the brand whose jacket she is wearing reports a successful campaign in the next quarterly review.

Notice what is missing from that comment thread. There is no one defending the absent woman from misrepresentation, because there is no woman to misrepresent. There is no one objecting that the photographer overworked her or that the campaign exploited her, because no one was worked. There is no rumor about who she is dating in private, because there is no private. The thread cannot host the kinds of conversation that human celebrity threads host, because the conditions for those conversations have been removed at the source. What replaces those conversations is something flatter, more aesthetic, more circular: people talking about the outfit, about the lighting, about each other. The synthetic celebrity does not draw the audience toward a person; she leaves them with each other and with the surface of the image. Whatever community forms around her forms in the absence of the figure at the center, and that absence becomes itself a feature of the community.

This is the scene the book begins from. Not because Lil Miquela is the most important synthetic woman in the world, though she may have been the first to reach mass scale, but because her birthday party is the cleanest small picture of the larger thing the book is about. A category of being has come into existence. She is the most visible member of it. There will be many more. They will not all be influencers. Some will be girlfriends. Some will be therapists. Some will be the face on a stock photograph that fills the background of an advertisement you do not consciously notice. Some will be the voice on a podcast you listen to while you cook dinner. The party is the door. We walk through it now.

* * *
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SHUDU CAME FIRST, IN the sense that matters for this book, though by some other accounting Lil Miquela came first. Shudu was created in 2017 by a British fashion photographer named Cameron-James Wilson. He had grown tired, by his own description, of the way the fashion industry treated the models he photographed. He decided to make one that no industry could mistreat. He rendered her on a computer, posted her on Instagram, and described her, at first, as the world's first digital supermodel. The reception was, predictably, mixed. Some praised the craft. Others noted that a white photographer had created a Black woman who could not refuse jobs, could not unionize, could not age out of the industry, and whose earnings would flow to him. Wilson's defenses of the project shifted over time. The model herself kept being beautiful, in the way that a render with unlimited budget for skin texture and unlimited budget for retouching is beautiful, and the questions about who profits from her beauty stayed where Wilson had left them.

Lil Miquela's debut in 2016 belongs to a slightly different lineage. Brud was not coming from fashion photography. The founders were coming from a startup logic, in which a fictional character with a real social media account is a piece of intellectual property that can be developed, scaled, and sold. The character does not need to be revealed as fictional to begin earning. The ambiguity is itself an engagement driver: the comments arguing about whether she's real perform better than comments that accept the question as settled. The whole thing is closer to the long history of fictional characters used in advertising — the Marlboro Man, the Pillsbury Doughboy, the Geico Gecko — than to the history of art. The difference is that those characters never pretended to have an off-camera life. Lil Miquela was built to pretend, and the pretense was the product.

Imma followed, in 2018, from a Tokyo company called Aww Inc. Her hair was bright pink; her aesthetic was minimal-Japanese, more austere than Lil Miquela's California maximalism. Aww Inc. was explicit about what it was building: virtual humans for the advertising market. The pretense of personhood was thinner. Imma was understood, by her audience, to be a character. She still did brand deals. She still appeared in photographs that mimicked the photographs of human models. She still accumulated followers in the millions. The market did not seem to mind the lighter pretense; in some ways, the openness about her status was a relief. You could engage with her without the small ongoing question about whether you were engaging with a person or a render. You knew. You scrolled anyway.

FN Meka was a different case, and the case where the contradiction broke. He was an AI-presented rapper, and in 2022 Capitol Records signed him to a deal. The announcement was, depending on your angle, the moment the synthetic figure crossed from novelty into the major-label machinery, or the moment the major-label machinery revealed that it would sign anything. The backlash arrived within days. The character had been built using Black aesthetic codes, and some of the material associated with him used racial slurs, and the team behind the project had no Black principal that the public could find. Capitol Records dropped him before the week was out. The episode is sometimes told as a story of corporate cowardice and sometimes as a story of corporate hygiene, but it is more useful as a story about category confusion. The major label had treated the synthetic rapper as an artist, which is to say as a marketable entity that could be signed, marketed, and sold. The objection was that the entity had been built by people who were not entitled to build it. The deeper objection, which the news cycle did not have time to surface, was that the entity was not the kind of thing that could carry the cultural weight a real rapper carries. There was no one behind the music whose biography mattered, no one whose biography mattered because they had a biography at all.

Aitana López came in 2023, from a Barcelona agency called The Clueless. She was pitched, in the company's own materials, as a solution to the problems agencies had with human models: scheduling, mood, agency politics, the cost of flying a body to a shoot. Aitana did not have a body. She had a face and a wardrobe and a set of poses, and her team could place her into any backdrop, any campaign, any ad, with a turnaround measured in hours. The Spanish press treated her with a mixture of fascination and concern. The concern was sometimes phrased as worry about the human models she would displace, sometimes as worry about the standards she would normalize. The fascination was straightforward. She was beautiful in the highly specific way that an agency-designed synthetic woman is beautiful, which is to say beautiful in the average of a thousand reference photographs, and that average has a strong gravitational pull on a scrolling eye.

A pattern is visible if you stand back. Shudu was a photographer's project. Lil Miquela was a venture-funded character. Imma was an advertising product. FN Meka was a label signing. Aitana was an agency service. The five-year arc from 2016 to 2023 is the arc from one-off curiosity to repeatable offering. None of these figures was the last of her kind. Each of them taught a lesson about what the market would tolerate, what the brands would pay for, what the audience would not reject. The lessons were absorbed quickly. By the time Aitana was being placed in lingerie campaigns and luxury watch shoots, the question of whether you could put a synthetic woman in a campaign had been settled in the affirmative, and the conversation had shifted to questions of price and turnaround. The novelty premium was gone. The infrastructure was being built.

What ties these figures together is not their aesthetics, which vary widely, or their backstories, which vary widely, or even their business models, which also vary widely. What ties them together is the slow professionalization of the thing. Shudu began as an art project, or at least was presented that way. Lil Miquela began as a startup experiment. Imma was always commercial. FN Meka was a stunt that touched a major label. Aitana was a service offering from an agency that wanted clients. The arc is from one-off artwork to agency-managed asset. Each step, the figure becomes less of a curiosity and more of a piece of inventory. Each step, the team behind her becomes more professional, the brand deals more routine, the ambiguity about her status more residual. The reveal that once felt like a twist now feels like a footnote, the kind of disclosure regulators will eventually require but that the audience, increasingly, has already absorbed.

It is worth pausing on what got lost along the way. The earliest synthetic figures, even the commercial ones, carried some residue of authorship. You could trace Shudu back to Wilson, with all the discomfort that traceability provoked. You could trace Lil Miquela back to Brud, with the founder interviews and the venture capital announcements. The figure was, at minimum, the visible expression of a small team's labor and judgment, and the audience could argue about whether that team was entitled to make her, what they had done well, what they had done badly. The character had makers. The makers were accountable, in the limited way that public makers are accountable, to the public discourse around the character. As the form professionalizes, the makers recede. An agency-managed synthetic woman is the product of a workflow, not an artist. There is no Wilson behind her, no McFedries, no DeCou. There is a team rotating in and out, a software stack updated quarterly, a brief from the client. The figure has no biography even at the production level, no person whose name you would attach to her in a critical conversation. She is unparented in a deeper sense than she was at the start.

A useful way to understand the arc is to track who profits at each stage. At the art-project stage, the artist profits, in attention if not always in money. At the startup stage, the founders and their investors profit, with eventual exit in mind. At the agency stage, the agency profits per campaign, and the synthetic woman is not a property to be developed into a star but a service to be rented to clients. At the inventory stage, which we are entering now, a synthetic woman is a feature in a software package. You will not need a Brud to launch one. You will need a subscription. The figure that took years to render and stage in 2016 will be assembled in an afternoon. The party in the photos will be set in any city the brand prefers. The friends will be configured to the client's specifications. The boyfriend will be a paid upgrade.

* * *
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THE QUESTION THAT THE rest of this book turns on is what, exactly, the audience is consuming when they consume one of these figures. The honest answer is that the question is older than the figures. The image of a woman has been a commercial object for as long as there have been mass-produced images. Naomi Wolf, in The Beauty Myth in 1991, made the argument that the beauty standard was not a neutral aesthetic preference but a political mechanism, a way of binding women's time and money and attention to a project that could never be completed and whose incompletion was itself the engine. Laura Mulvey, in 1975, wrote "Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema" and named the male gaze, the way the camera in classical Hollywood film positioned woman as object and man as the implied watcher whose desire structured the frame. Both arguments survive the migration from screen to phone. The phone is a screen. The gaze is a gaze. The economy of attention has not stopped pricing women's images the way it always priced them.

So one available account is that the synthetic influencer is simply the latest version of an old transaction: woman as image, image as commodity, commodity as labor. The synthetic figure refines the transaction by removing the woman from it. The image still circulates. The brand still pays. The viewer still scrolls. The only difference is that the woman who would have been the human substrate has been replaced by a render, which is cheaper, more controllable, and less likely to age or get tired or develop opinions that complicate the campaign. On this reading, the synthetic woman is the logical endpoint of the beauty myth: a beauty without the woman, which is also a labor without the laborer.

There is a lot of truth in that reading, and the book will return to it many times. But it misses something, and the something it misses is what makes this book necessary. The beauty myth, in Wolf's account, was a coercion exerted on real women by an image of woman they were asked to approximate. The image was unreachable, but it was an image of something: a fantasy assembled from real faces, real bodies, real cinematography of real actresses and real models. The work of approximation was painful and expensive, but it had a target. You could lose the weight. You could buy the cream. You could submit to the surgery. The image was a horizon, and the horizon was made of human material, even if the human material had been heavily edited.

The synthetic woman is not made of human material in that sense. She is made of statistical material. She is the average of the training data. Where the beauty myth presented an idealized woman, the synthetic figure presents an averaged one, an aggregate face composed of the faces that appeared most in the corpus, weighted by what performed well in the corpus. The result looks like a person, because the corpus was full of people, but it is not a person. It is the modal output of a system that was fed images of people. The fantasy is no longer of any particular woman, even an unreachable one. The fantasy is of a woman who has the statistical properties of attractiveness without instantiating any particular instance of it.

This is a strange thing to consume, and the strangeness shows up in the experience of consuming it. A photograph of a human model triggers, in the viewer, some residual awareness that the person in the frame has a life outside the frame: a kitchen, a partner, an opinion about the photographer. The synthetic image has nothing outside the frame. The viewer can stare without the small social pressure that a real face provides, the implicit reciprocity of one human looking at another. The synthetic woman cannot stare back, because there is no one to do the staring. What the viewer is looking at, in the most literal sense, is themselves: their own attention being reflected by a surface whose only function is to hold their attention. The image is closer to a mirror than to a portrait, and the audience, perhaps without naming it, has begun to feel that way about it.

Wolf's beauty myth presupposed a triangle: the real woman, the unreachable ideal, the apparatus pushing one toward the other. The synthetic woman collapses the triangle. The ideal is no longer a horizon. It is a product. It can be summoned, on demand, for any campaign, in any city, wearing anything. The horizon has moved into the foreground and become available. What this does to the viewer is not yet fully understood, and the book is partly an attempt to understand it. What it does to the real women in the same visual economy is also not understood, and is probably more urgent. If the synthetic woman is what the apparatus would prefer to produce, the question of what the apparatus does with the real woman, the one with the kitchen and the partner and the opinion, becomes a different question than it was before.

There is another piece of the consumption worth naming. When you look at a photograph of a real woman, even one heavily produced, the photograph carries with it a thin claim of testimony. Something happened. Someone stood in front of the camera. Light bounced off her face and fell on the sensor. The result may be filtered and retouched almost beyond recognition, but the chain of events that produced it includes a moment in which a real body occupied a real space. Looking at the image, you are looking at a flattened record of that moment. The viewer participates, however unconsciously, in a small act of witness. The synthetic image cancels that witness. Nothing happened. No light bounced. No one stood. The image is a calculation, performed inside a machine, that arrived at a configuration of pixels that the machine had been trained to produce. The viewer, looking at it, is not witnessing anything. The viewer is being shown a successful inference. Whatever feeling the image produces is a feeling about an inference, not a feeling about an event.

For decades, photography theorists argued about whether the photograph really preserves the moment or only suggests preservation. The argument was about degrees of mediation. Even the most heavily edited fashion photograph still began with a person standing somewhere. The synthetic image is not on that spectrum at all. It is a different kind of object. Calling it a photograph is a category mistake that the platforms encourage by displaying it in the same frame, with the same controls, on the same feed. The frame says: this is a photograph. The image says: nothing happened. The viewer is asked to absorb the contradiction without flinching, and the audience that scrolls past has become extraordinarily good at not flinching.

Mulvey's male gaze presupposed a watcher with desire. The synthetic woman is built to be watched, but the watcher she presupposes is more interesting than the male viewer of classical Hollywood. The watcher she presupposes is anyone with a feed. Young men, yes, in numbers, and the book will spend a lot of time on what the AI girlfriend does to young men. But also young women, in numbers that may be larger. Teenage girls follow Lil Miquela. They scroll past Aitana. They take inspiration, for their own self-presentation, from outfits that are not on anyone, in cities that hosted no one. The synthetic woman is not consumed only by men looking at women. She is consumed by women looking at women, and the women looking are calibrating themselves against her, in the same way that earlier generations of women calibrated themselves against the unreachable Hollywood ideal, except now the calibration is against something even further from human. The horizon has moved again. The chase has not stopped.

* * *
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THE ARGUMENT THE BOOK is making, the one this opening chapter is here to set up, can be stated plainly. The synthetic woman is no longer a curiosity at the edge of the visual economy. For a large and growing share of the audience, especially the youngest part of it, she is the median visible woman. She is not the woman they meet at school or work, because that woman is still met. She is the woman they meet on a feed, in numbers per day, and the feed, for the young, has become the larger fraction of the day. If you watch how a teenager actually allocates attention, the share of female faces they encounter that are not synthesized, not filtered to within an inch of synthesis, not partly generated, not entirely generated, is smaller than the share that is. The arithmetic is new. It has not been faced.

Feminism, as an inherited toolkit, has categories for the image of woman in mass media. It has categories for the labor of women in industries that produce images. It has categories for the way representation shapes self-perception. It has categories for the gaze, the body, the voice, the wage. What it does not have, yet, is a category for a figure that occupies all of those positions while being none of the things any of those categories were designed to describe. The synthetic woman is not a representation, because she does not represent any woman. She is not a body, because she has none. She is not a voice, because the voice that comes from her account is the voice of the team. She is not a wage earner, because the wage flows to the company that owns her. She fits into none of the slots, and she occupies the entire frame.

Consider how often the existing feminist vocabulary fails when applied to her. Representation politics asks whether a marginalized group is depicted, and how. Lil Miquela was given a vaguely Brazilian backstory, brown skin, freckles. Does she count as representation of brown girls in fashion? She is not a brown girl. She is a render that has been styled to read as a brown girl, by a team that may or may not include brown girls, for an audience that includes brown girls who experience the styling as a form of being seen. The representation question splinters in three directions, none of which feel satisfying. Body politics asks what is being asked of the female body. Lil Miquela has no body to ask anything of. The aesthetic she promotes is being asked of the bodies of her viewers, who calibrate against her, but the asking happens at one remove from the figure herself. Voice politics asks who is speaking. The voice in her captions is a copywriter's voice; the voice in her interviews is a brand strategist's voice; the voice in her songs is a producer's voice. There is no single voice to authenticate or critique. The feminist categories were built around a coherent female subject. The synthetic figure scatters the subject across a team and a stack and a brief, and the categories cannot quite reach the pieces.

The vocabulary problem is real. When a teenage girl says she loves Lil Miquela, she is not loving a person; she is loving an artifact built to be loved by teenage girls. When a brand says it has signed Aitana, it has not signed a model; it has rented a render. When a music journalist writes about FN Meka, the journalist is treating the project as if it were an artist, which it is and is not. The English-language sentences that describe these encounters keep needing scare quotes that the speakers do not put in. Her boyfriend. Her music. Her opinion. The scare quotes are missing because the audience has stopped feeling that they are needed, which is itself a sign that the category has migrated, in the audience's working understanding, into a new place that the language has not yet caught up with.

This book is an attempt to catch up. It will spend the next three chapters mapping the territory: the deepfake epidemic and what it does to a woman's face as property, the voice-cloning landscape and what it does to her voice, the way generated humans are taking over the visual default in stock photography and dating and corporate communication. It will then turn to relationships, to the AI companion market that has put a synthesized partner into the pocket of tens of millions of users, and to the asymmetric way that market is shaping the expectations of men and the supports of women. After that, it will turn to labor: the women who moderate the content that trains the systems, the voices that became training data, the influencers whose digital twins now earn while they sleep, the ethics researchers tasked with making the whole thing safe and then fired when they tried. The last part of the book is about law and politics: the property rights that are now being legislated into existence around faces and voices, the deeper right to be unsynthesized at all, and what kind of sisterhood remains possible at the edge of the real.

The reason the opening chapter is the birthday party, and not any of those other rooms, is that the party is where the book's central claim is easiest to see without being argued. The claim is that the synthetic woman is already here, and she is not a margin; she is increasingly the center. Whatever feminism does next has to start from that fact rather than wishing it away. The party is a small ritual, repeated annually, that demonstrates the fact without any further commentary required. Millions of viewers participate in a celebration for a person who is not real. They do it with a smoothness that suggests they have been practicing for a long time, even if they would not put it that way. They do it without finding it strange. The strangeness is now the property of the writer, not the audience.

A reasonable objection at this point is that the synthetic influencer is a small cultural artifact, and a book that begins with her risks overstating her significance. Most viewers do not follow Lil Miquela. Most brands have not signed Aitana. The total minutes of attention paid to synthetic figures, as a share of total feed time across the population, is still small. The objection is fair on its arithmetic and wrong on its trajectory. The arithmetic of feed attention is not a fixed quantity; it is a moving target shaped by what the platforms find profitable to surface. The synthetic figure is profitable to surface because she is cheap to produce, easy to control, and free of the legal and reputational complications that real influencers carry. The platforms have every incentive to give her more reach. The brands have every incentive to ask for her. The teenagers who scroll have no particular incentive to resist her, because the form is familiar and the friction is low. The trajectory is not toward marginal status. The trajectory is toward the default.

The book will spend most of its pages on harder cases than Lil Miquela: women whose actual faces are taken without their consent, women whose actual voices are cloned, women whose actual labor is appropriated. Those are the cases where the moral content is most legible, and where the legal and political fight is sharpest. But the synthetic influencer is not a sideshow to those cases. She is the soft edge of the same wedge. The audience has learned, by watching her, that a woman can be entirely generated and still command brand deals and still command love. The same audience, by the time it encounters the harder cases, has been trained, sometimes for years, to accept the premise that the woman in the image is whatever the image needs her to be. That training did not start with the deepfakes. It started, for a lot of viewers, at a birthday party.

The next chapter takes the question into the territory where it bites. If Lil Miquela's image is consumed without resistance because she has no body to defend, what happens when the image is taken from a body that does exist, that does not consent, and that wakes up to find herself spread across feeds she never opened? That question, more than any other, is the one that broke the synthetic woman out of the cultural-novelty section of the news in the early 2020s, and the one that is reshaping law in the present. We turn to it now.
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