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Abstract 

The fairy tale of Cinderella is known for its romance, but she seeks independence while being 

confused by her identity in a new version by Marissa Meyer called Cinder. This essay will 

present how Meyer’s Cinderella, Cinder, confuses the gender roles by taking on both 

feminine and masculine ones. This blend makes Cinder not entirely compatible with the 

norms, and her identity confusion makes it even harder, which results in her losing her 

conception of self. While she is trying to conform to the gender norms and receive recognition 

from others (be accepted by society), she denies her heritage and cyborg self to the point of 

creating a false identity. However, her cybernetics and abuse prevent her from being 

recognized – she even loses her only source of recognition, which indicates that a norm 

breaker is not worthy of having it. Nevertheless, Cinder shows signs of what a queer cyborg 

would do if forced into an identity; as queer, Cinder is not meant to be embodied or forced 

into an identity and should also have the ability to be free and change her identity as she 

pleases. Regardless of being queer, the abuse and society’s views prevent her from escaping 

her identity confusion. 

Keywords: identity confusion, gender roles, gender norms, queer, cyberqueer, performativity, 

and precarity   
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1. Introduction 

The author Marissa Meyer was inspired by the classic fairy tales for her novels in The Lunar 

Chronicles. The fairy tales that influenced these novels are The Little Red Riding Hood 

(Scarlet), Rapunzel (Cress), Snow White (Winter), and Cinderella, which she named Cinder. 

Meyer has given this new Cinderella a little twist by making her not entirely human; she is a 

cyborg. However, that is not all. In most stories, Cinderella is usually portrayed as a girl who 

knows her place in society and conforms to traditional gender roles, but that is not the case in 

Cinder. She struggles with her identity as a young cyborg and repeatedly encounters obstacles 

that disrupt it. These disruptions are essentially connected to her being a cyborg, the views of 

the society in the novel, and the gender roles usually portrayed in fairy tales. In this essay, I 

will show how Cinder cannot escape her identity confusion because society’s expectations 

influence her understanding of her identity. Her queerness can, therefore, not fully resolve her 

identity confusion and reliance on society’s views.  

1.1 The Novel 

The first novel Meyer completed was Cinder, which became a New York Times bestseller, as 

did other novels in The Lunar Chronicles (Meyer About Marissa). Meyer was initially 

motivated to write fairy tale-inspired novels after entering a writing contest (year unknown, at 

least before 2012). She stated that she had so much fun writing the contest piece that she felt 

the need to try writing a series of her favorite fairy tales in a similar manner (Meyer FAQ). 

Her novel Cinder is about a young girl who is a mechanic and a cyborg. She is incapable of 

showing sorrow and embarrassment because of her cybernetics. She is also a Lunar, an 

evolved human species living on the moon. Though she is not just any regular Lunar, she is 

royal. Cinder is Princess Selene, who is rumored to have survived an assassination against her 

and her mother, Queen Canary (who did not survive). Like most older versions of Cinderella, 

she lives with her stepmother and two stepsisters. Two differences are that Cinder has no 

knowledge of her heritage, and the novel is from Cinder’s perspective and the prince’s. The 

youngest sister, who has a terminal illness, is the only one kind to her, other than the 

household’s android, Iko. One day at her mechanical repair shop, she meets Prince Kaito. 

This interaction leads to the familiar scenes of receiving a ballgown, arriving at the ball in a 

pumpkin (car), dancing with the prince, and rushing away, leaving something on the stairs. 

Though this time, it is not a glass slipper but a mechanical foot. The story does not end with 

the classic ending of a wedding; it ends with a prison cell. The novel is narrated in the 

traditional way of Cinderella, a heterodiegetic omniscient narrative (third-person). However, 
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there is one difference. The reader is engaged in Cinder’s internal focalization and perspective 

for the most part, but some chapters are dedicated to the prince’s point of view, as has been 

mentioned previously. This internal focalization of Cinder is relatively new, but so is also the 

internal focalization and perspective of the prince. 

1.2 Reception of the Text 

Critics are divided but most of them praise the author, the characters, and the plot. In this 

essay, two review articles in Publishers Weekly, one in Los Angeles Times, and one in Las 

Vegas Review-Journal, three YouTube channels, whose content is reviewing books, and a 

listings manager at Yabookscentral.com will be discussed and analyzed. The critics, 

youtubers and the listings manager applauded Meyer for her intriguing writing concept, a 

cyberpunk fairytale, a mix between fairy tale and sci-fiction. Los Angeles Times states, “as 

much as [Cinder] is inspired by the Cinderella fairy tale, it is also influenced by [Star Wars.] 

It’s an origin story that takes place in a world where robots and humans coexist” (Carpenter 

2012). Thoman states that Meyer has created a world with some elements of the fairytale 

woven into it but has given it “a lot of freshness and imagination that makes it stand out from 

the crowd” (2014). Youtuber The Little Book Owl states something similar (0.27-46), and 

Publishers weekly’s interview with Feiwel also agrees on these statements. Lodge consider it 

a “rich concept and fresh take on a known tale” (2011), and that it retains just enough of the 

original story. However, Publishers Weekly and Schlichenmeyer (2012) find the novel to, at 

the same time, hardly resemble the original story and that the readers will enjoy finding the 

similarities. They also think that Meyer sends the story into a new exiting dimension. 

Cinder has romance as an essential part of the story, just as the fairy tale, but it is no 

longer the center of the plot. Instead, it is independence states Thoman (2014). While the 

youtuber The Authentic Observer thinks it was interesting how Meyer “changed key elements 

to still serve a purpose, but a different one” and put the pieces together with the new plot 

(11.40-12.03). Many of these readers enjoyed following the perspective of Cinderella as a 

cyborg and seeing how she functions, but they also felt she was not much of a character arc. 

The information the reader receives about her is limited to being feisty and a mechanic, and as 

Los Angeles Times states, “Her external appearances doesn’t get nearly as much attention. … 

[she is described as pretty and having a stick straight boyish figure], but … only once” 

(Carpenter 2012). The Authentic Observer however still thinks she is an active protagonist 

and did “make things happen and drives the plot rather than just being carried along with it” 

even if her features did not make much of an impact on the read (2.44-54). Youtuber 
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jessethereader felt for Cinder’s hardship of not being able to show her emotions and 

consequently regarded as a terrible person (2.00-08, 4.18-39). While The Authentic Observer 

feel she was too unemotional to the point of being unrealistic and unrelatable (7.17-34). She 

and Little Book Owl did however praise the stepmother Adri for being an excellent 

antagonist, that made one angry, fearful, feel for the protagonist, and they thought her feelings 

regarding Cinder as understandable. They regard Adri as not the typical ‘evil stepmother’ and 

that one could see and feel that she is a human being (T 7.17-34, L 1.50-2.08). These readers 

appear to respond to aspects of Cinder that this essay will be analyzing, such as Cinder’s 

independence, cyborg identity, appearance, and her inability to show emotions. 

1.3 The Origin of Cinderella 

The various versions of Cinderella can be tracked throughout many different eras and cultures 

(almost every society seems to have one); there could be thousands of versions worldwide. It 

is hard to track down how this story has spread from Greece to China, France, and all the 

other countries and cultures it can be found in (Carruthers 9 10). However, there seem to have 

been indications that the story either originates from ancient Egypt (the oldest recorded story 

is by a Greek but the events take place in Egypt) or China. The slipper may be connected to 

the old custom in a marriage where the groom removes the bride’s old shoes and changes 

them to new ones, but this has never been proved (Zipes 444), because the story begins as an 

oral one. Most of the story’s narrative is about a kind young woman who is looked down upon 

and suffers hardship, often on account of a stepfamily. Then, suddenly, her fortune changes in 

some magical way; this fortune comes in different forms, often as a guardian (Fairy 

Godmother, birds, fish, etc.). These changes in detail seem to alter regarding the culture in 

which the tale is told, and every storyteller has its own version (Carruthers 9). A recurring 

aspect in the story seems to be the shoe and an ending with a marriage. 

The oral story of Rhodopis seems to be considered the earliest version of Cinderella, 

recorded by a Greek named Strabo in the first century C. 64 BCE – 24 CE (Carruthers 13-4). 

Another of the earliest known Cinderella stories, and might be the oldest version in China, is 

from the ninth century around AD 860, written by Tuan Ch’eng Shih or Duan Chengshi 

(written differently in all sources, Dundes 74-5, Beauchamp 447-8). The first version of 

Cinderella that appeared in Europe, and the oldest full-length one, seems to have been 

published in Italy by Giambattista Basile (1634 and 1636, Carruthers 18). Sixty-three years 

later, Charles Perrault rewrote the Italian version and published it in French in 1697 

(Carruthers 35-6). It might be the most known in the English-speaking world because it 
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inspired Disney’s version. Perrault’s Cinderella will be used as a comparison to show the 

difference between the new and old Cinderella because of the similarities to Meyer’s novel. 

Almost 100 years later, the Grimm brothers published their Cinderella in 1812 (Carruthers 

51). Their version is well known for its darker aspects (Denecke 2020, Myint 2020, 

Hernández 2019).  

Meyer was not the first to dive into the topic of a modern retelling of fairy tales. There 

exists many in different genres: mainstreams such as Jane Yolen’s Briar Rose. It is a retelling 

of Sleeping Beauty published in 1992 and is regarded as both one of the “100 Best Books for 

Teens” and “Best Books for Young Adults” by An American Library Association. Fantasy 

such as short fairy tale anthologies edited by Terri Windling and Ellen Datlow are Snow 

White, Blood Red (1993) and Ruby Slippers, Golden Tears (1995), and more. Together they 

have edited sixteen volumes of Year’s Best Fantasy and Horror (1986-2003). Science fiction 

such as Joan D. Vinge’s Tin Soldier (1974) was inspired by Hans Christian Andersen’s The 

Steadfast Tin Soldier (1838) and the song Brandy (You’re a Fine Girl) by Looking Glass. 

Some retellings contain mixes between genres such as Tanith Lee tales (fantasy/science 

fiction) in Red as Blood or Tales from the Sisters Grimmer (1983). These tales portray, for 

example, Snow White as the villain and the evil queen as innocent. The width of modern 

retelling is growing almost every day and gives readers new versions of their favorite fairy 

tales to enjoy (Goodreads, Wikipedia, fantasticfiction).  

1.4 Literature review 

Cinder was first published in 2012. Because of its recent publication, not many studies have 

been done on Meyer’s rewriting of Cinderella. However, some people have examined the 

novel, particularly the element of racial discrimination in it. Two of the studies used in this 

essay are firstly Terri Doughty’s paper ”Putting the Punk in Steampunk Cinderella: Marissa 

Meyer’s ’Lunar Chronicles’.” This paper examines Meyer’s way of blending fairy tale and 

steampunk motifs to rewrite the Cinderella story’s traditional narrative of abuse of a child by 

stepfamily and the feminine passivity resulting in wish-fulfillment. Cinder is a maker, or 

rather a mechanic, and she is a cyborg. Her characteristics of being a maker are her ability to 

use her knowledge of technology as she desires with her hands and her mind (Doughty 46); 

she can search the internet and see the information in her head. Because of her cybernetics, 

she has greater control over her own body than ordinary humans, which gives her the power 

to resist mental and physical attacks. Meyer seems to rewrite the female passivity theme as if 

Cinder is going through a quest to find her identity. Doughty states that Meyer by  
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“employing the ‘punk’ element of steampunk … provides assurance that technology 

can empower girls. [Meyer’s Cinderella then demonstrates that] a girl’s value lies not 

within her appearance or adherence to societal norms, but rather within her strength of 

character, her agency, and her capacity for rebelliousness against injustice” (Doughty 

57).  

The second study is Jennifer Mitchell’s article “‘A girl. A machine. A freak’: A 

Consideration of Contemporary Queer Composites.” In this article, Mitchell states that Cinder 

broaden the current metaphors for queerness. Even if they seem to have a heteronormative 

framework, the argument that takes place is heavily based on Eng, Halberstam, and Muñoz’ 

view on the future of queer theory, which states that queer epistemology insists one should 

commence to broader the examination of intersectionality and normalization (Mitchell 52). 

Mitchell explains the term queer and how the word has meant strange, unusual, and out of 

alignment, and this can be directly connected to Cinder since that is how society sees her. 

Queer theory is linked to non-heteronormative sexuality, which situates queerness as 

distinctly opposite to normativity, but some theorists regard it as something that both fortifies 

and dismantles the notion of a stable or knowable self, and that it has a relation to gender and 

sexuality, but not exclusively. This aspect of queer theory follows Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s 

“resistance to ‘the deadening pretended knowingness’ that defines our notions of gender and 

sexual identities” (Mitchell 53). Mitchell’s paper’s point is that the novels can be read as 

queer because of their resistance to fixity, just as Cinder’s cybernetics are related to her 

gender non-conformity.   

2. Theoretical Background 

This essay will use concepts from feminist criticism and queer theory to interrogate traditional 

gender roles, such as the blend of feminine and masculine traits, and how Cinder being a 

cyborg makes her non-compatible with many aspects of these roles. With these theories there 

will also be a little on how Cinder and the society stereotype Lunars. I will use performativity 

and precarity to investigate Cinder’s place in society. Lastly, the theory of identity confusion 

will help explain why Cinder goes through a confused state and how it is linked to the 

theories above. 
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2.1 Feminist Criticism Theory – Gender Roles 

Gender roles define how men and women are expected to act according to their sex, and they 

can differ depending on which society one lives in. Men are often viewed as reasonable, 

powerful (physically strong), protective, and determined, while women are emotional, weak, 

nurturing, and obedient (Tyson 85). For example, in many Western societies, it is traditionally 

believed that women are more nurturing than men. This belief may indicate that a good 

woman should stay home and care for the family rather than work.  In comparison, men are 

seen as leaders who should make the final and most important decisions within and outside 

the family (Blackstone 337).  

The original story of Cinderella can be used as an example of the way people see the 

ideal of womanhood/manhood. Cinderella is a submissive, beautiful young girl who tolerates 

being abused by her family and waits patiently to be rescued by her prince.  Her reward for 

waiting and enduring the pain is marriage. This typical Cinderella indicates that women must 

be beautiful in some way and young to be worthy of admiration (romantic and otherwise). It 

also indicates that they should be rescued by a handsome young man or something magical 

and stronger (Fairy Godmother) because they cannot do it themselves. This need for saving 

also implies that if a woman marries the right man, she is guaranteed happiness. It is an 

appropriate reward for a woman who follows the criteria of a proper woman (traditional 

gender role). The prince is a wealthy, noble man, which means he should be able to secure a 

woman’s happiness and is responsible for it. In regard to Cinder, many of these aspects are 

not included in the new Cinderella, as she does not wait patiently to be rescued, there is no 

marriage, and therefore the prince does not secure her happiness.  

Cinderella is also an excellent example of the stereotypical ‘good girl.’ She is 

submissive but also gentle, innocent, and right-minded. While the mean stepmother and 

stepsisters are typical examples of ‘bad girls,’ they are jealous, narrow-minded, egocentric, 

and impatient, resulting in anger. Other traits of the ‘bad girls’ are aggression, materialistic, 

violence, having an ugly or frightening appearance, and being knowledgeable (a good woman 

should not be intelligent, especially in masculine fields, such as repairing, but could have 

knowledge in feminine fields such as cooking and other housework).  This way of describing 

or categorizing women into one of these roles implies that if they do not accept the ‘good girl’ 

role, they only have one alternative left, and that role is in appearance or qualities of a 

monster (Tyson 88-9). Cinder takes on both ‘bad and good girl’ traits, making it hard to 

determine her as good or bad.  
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2.2 Performativity and Precarity 

Gender is often mistaken as something one is born into, either female or male, and 

encouraged by the obligatory gender norms to be one of them. However, one is either born 

into the sex female or male, and gender is what society states the sex is, such as women being 

feminine and men masculine. There can be no gender without gender norms, and they are 

connected to society’s power (Butler i). The performativity of gender is also linked with the 

different ways a person or a subject receives recognition for who they are, but to be entirely 

accepted or recognized is never possible. To become a recognizable person, one must first 

comply with certain norms provided by the society that administrate recognition (iv). Butler 

states that “Precarity … describes a few different conditions that pertain to living beings. 

Anything living can be expunged at will or by accident; and its persistence is in no sense 

guaranteed” (ii). Therefore, it can be applied to everyone likely to be disenfranchised as 

‘others,’ such as women, members of the LGBTQ community, and anyone regarded weaker 

by the dominant social order. It means that the precariat is, by definition, the ones regarded as 

vulnerable (Joy et al. 1742). People who do not perform this illusion of gender essentialism 

(gender roles) are often criticized or rejected to the point that they are regarded as not existing 

on some level (Xhonneux 296). Just as performativity is linked to gender norms, so is 

precarity. Those who do not follow the norms in noticeable ways can not only be 

unrecognized but have a higher risk of being harassed and treated with violence (Butler ii), 

which Cinder experiences. She is seen as having no place in society and is regarded more as 

an exchangeable object than a human being, and it makes her highly exposed to harassment 

and violence in the home and outside. 

2.3 Identity Confusion 

Identity versus Role Confusion is the fifth of eight stages of Erik Erikson’s theory 

(psychosocial development), which occurs between the ages of 12–19. It is a stage where one 

should develop and have a chance to explore a sense of self and personal identity. A person 

who successfully completes the stages can be true to themselves, but it can also lead to role 

confusion (identity confusion) and having a weak sense of self if not achieved. The fifth stage 

is defined by the question “Who am I,” which may make teens feel insecure/confused about 

themselves and wonder how they belong in society. When seeking an identity, one may 

experiment with different behaviors and activities (Cherry 2019, Block 785), which is vital 

according to Erikson’s theory to form “a strong identity and to [develop] a sense of direction 

in life” (Cherry 2019). It is interactions and communication with others and culture that 
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allows a person to find oneself. However, the road to the independence of identity and dealing 

with physical/hormonal changes, at the same time, is stressful. It may lead to “rebelliousness, 

impulsiveness and outer turmoil” (Block 785). The theory states that one can attain a clear 

identity, find a negative one, or become confused, but also accept a given identity, which is 

temporary. There is an inner and outer struggle when choosing an identity. According to 

Erikson’s theory, if not allowed to explore the different possibilities, one might end up with 

role confusion and have difficulty seeing their place in life/society (Cherry 2019, Block 785). 

2.4 Queer Theory 

The meaning of the term “queer” is that which has an oppositional relation to the norm. By 

definition, it means everything that is at odds with society’s picture of what is normal, making 

queerness the opposite of normativity (Watson & Giffney 30, Mitchell 53) and challenging 

the belief systems. The theorists’ Abate and Kidd state that queer defies definition and that the 

term reinforces and dismantles the concept of one’s stable or knowable self (viii Robinson). 

Self-identity is the core of sexual identity, but it is not given. Instead, one needs to work, 

invent, and reinvent it to follow “the changing rhythms, demands, opportunities and closures 

of a complex world” (William 237). Identity is a fluid motion of fragments and a compelling 

collection of possible ‘selves’ that can be different at various times over one’s life and 

possibly even over a week. (Tyson 335).  

There is a phenomenon in queer theory called covering, which can be summarized as 

one toning down ‘bad’ traits or identities to fit societies’ or cultures’ views. Kenji Yoshino 

phrases this as ‘other closets’ and ‘secret selves’ (Mitchell 54). The desire to belong in a 

community persuades one to hide oneself, which can be connected to performativity; there is 

a need for social recognition to be able to take on an identity. This process of hiding or 

imprisoning a person in an identity that is false (secret selves) and excluding ones who do not 

fit in with the norms (Watson & Giffney 31) can lead to living a double life (Tyson 340). 

These aspects are essential when analyzing Cinder. She puts up an appearance throughout the 

novel to hide her identity as a cyborg. However, the desire to recognize oneself, with all the 

messiness and hardship that comes with it, is the only thing that can be fulfilling rather than 

hiding in a closet/secret self to fit what is seen as normality (Watson & Giffney 32). Cinder, 

in the end, is tired of hiding and tries to flee her prison to live an independent life as who she 

really is.  

To further examine the queerness of Cinder as a cyborg, the concept of cyberqueer, a 

fusion between queer theory and cyberspace, is useful. Donna Haraway claims that a cyborg 
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is a cybernetic organism, a so-called hybrid between a machine and an organism and an 

individual of social reality and fiction (Mitchell 54). The three areas in cyberqueer relate to 

Cinder’s characteristics as a cyborg, and in this essay, one of them will be used. That area is a 

conceptualization of sexuality, which sees sexual power expressed in a roundabout way. 

Sanctioned through boundaries and binary dividers are manifested at different levels in one’s 

social life (Miyake 53). All subjects of cyberqueer can apply power but never keep it. The 

powers are the power of production, sexuality, knowledge, and discourse, and all of them are 

regarded as energies exuding from the body (54). Cinder has all these different aspects of 

power: she can give birth, feels love and attraction towards Prince Kai, is intelligent and uses 

her voice to express her resistance for injustice. However, it is not only the body that is power 

but the word which comes from it. The body uses language, communication, and words as 

tools or problems which one must grasp to have the power and freedom of one’s own body. 

That is where the power comes from and where there is power, resistance exists, and Cinder’s 

resistance can be followed in the novel. The resistance will come from the subjects trying to 

fight against the dominant belief of normality (55). A queer cyborg does not want to be 

manifested into anything, whether it is a racial, ethnic, sexual, or gendered body. It wants to 

be free and will run away if forced (56); Cinder ultimately tries to achieve this. 

3. Analysis 

3.1 Cinder vs Cinderella – Traditional Gender Roles 

It has previously been discussed that Cinderella is usually portrayed as a beautiful young girl 

who is obedient, innocent, and right-minded, among other things. Many of these aspects can 

be seen in Perrault’s Cinderella. The importance of appearance seems to be an essential aspect 

of the role of both the traditional gender roles and the character Cinderella; in Perrault’s 

version, she is praised for her beauty on many occasions:  

“in spite of her mean apparel, was a hundred times more handsome than her sisters, 

though they were always richly dressed” (Carruthers 37-8); “even the king was taken 

by her beauty and could not take his eyes off her”, and “[She is a] beautiful and lovely 

creature” (43-4). 

Meyer has given Cinder some of the traditionally gendered aspects of a ‘good’ girl by 

making Cinder fair to look at in Prince Kai’s eyes, as he states, “I found your pretty new 

mechanic down in the lobby,” (Meyer 161), despite her rough, dirty, and oil-stained 

appearance, which is “the opposite of the traditional fairy-tale princess-in-waiting” (Doughty 
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52). Cinder’s beauty, however, is complicated by the fact that she is a cyborg. She is not 

considered pretty by does that knows her cyborg identity and is instead seen as a freak. Cinder 

sees herself as lacking feminine attractiveness because of this (Doughty 52): 

“If [her] body had ever been predisposed to femininity, it had been ruined by whatever 

the surgeons had done … leaving her with a stick-straight figure. Too angular. Too 

boyish. Too awkward with her artificial leg.” (Meyer 34).  

She is constantly reminded that she is not beautiful and not worthy because of her cybernetics. 

Others often do this to the extent of it being impossible for her to consider herself attractive or 

gain love from someone. One that constantly reminds her is Cinder’s older stepsister Pearl, 

”Did you think the prince might actually like you? … Did you think the prince … would find 

it in his heart to overlook all your … ‘shortcomings?’” (Meyer 299-300). Cinder’s struggle 

about her beauty and body leads to identity confusion or role diffusion because she believes to 

some degree what people think of her and reminds herself that she is not meant to be loved. 

When one feels confused and disappointed with their place in life and is unsure of who they 

are and how they should think about themselves in relation to social norms. It might lead to 

feeling insecure about how they fit into society and their identity and essentially become 

identity confused as Cinder is when it comes to her feelings about her body and place in 

society, which reflects Erikson’s identity versus role confusion stage (Cherry 2019, Block 

785). 

It can be debated whether Cinder follows the traditional role of woman-as-nurturer or 

a provider (male gender role). She does have the usual responsibility of doing household 

chores. However, because Cinder is the only one working in the household and providing 

them with money for all their necessities, one might think of her as the one controlling the 

economics and holding power in the family. But, the fact of her being a cyborg prevents this 

because of the guardianship provided for cyborgs her age (16), which need to prove their 

independence and pay a fee to annul it. Cinder’s legal guardian is her stepmother Adri, and 

she holds the power. Therefore, she owns everything Cinder provides, but Cinder desires to 

claim the ownership of the money, “she might have pointed out that, as she was the one doing 

the work, the money should have been hers to spend as she saw fit” (Meyer 24). One might 

say that Cinder takes on the ‘masculine role of ‘provider’ but at the same time has no control 

over the resources. One could even consider her taking on a man’s trait of not displaying any 

emotions. “Both weeping and blushing are particularly associated with feminine sensibility” 

(Doughty 55). However, Cinder is incapable of doing this because of her cybernetics. She is 

hated and harassed by Adri on account of this. Because Cinder is the novel’s main focalizer, 
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the reader can interact with her emotionally on several occasions. It can especially be seen in 

the scenes with Cinder’s stepsister Peony, where the most emotional one is when she dies: 

“Cinder’s throat felt coated in sand as she stared into Peony’s empty eyes. … Her heart 

convulsing. Her head felt heavy with tears that wouldn’t come” (260-1).  Thus, it seems that 

Cinder confuses the traditional gender roles by playing both masculine and feminine ones. 

She does not fit the concept of a provider. Nevertheless, she still is the only one in the 

household with an income, which would suggest otherwise, and she is outwardly incapable of 

being emotional. However, readers can nevertheless understand and connect to her emotion 

through the novel’s internal focalization.  

In Cinder, the thought of a knowledgeable and technologically skilled woman seems 

to be something rare and almost unthinkable and can be noticed when Cinder and the prince 

meet for the first time. Prince Kai is searching for a mechanic to help him with his android, 

but he assumes he is looking for a man and does not realize he is already talking to the right 

person, “I am looking for a Linh Cinder, … ‘Is he around?’” (8). It takes time for Prince Kai 

to comprehend that the young girl in front of him is the right one. He even admits that she was 

not what he was expecting when his own royal mechanics recommended taking his android to 

her “They say you’re the best mechanic in New Beijing. I was expecting an old man” (10). 

Cinder is not surprised by Kai’s assumption and is used to being stereotyped as a man before 

meeting her customers because most of them cannot “fathom how a teenage girl could be the 

best mechanic in the city” (10). Her knowledge is based on her experience and expertise about 

what she is repairing. One of her standard methods in a check-up can be seen in this scene, 

and it shows her experience that not everything is complicated to fix:  

“she thunked the android hard on the side of the head, … and jabbed the power button 

but nothing happened. ‘You’d be surprised how often that works.’” (11).  

Some of the intelligence she gains from being a cyborg. Cinder is connected to the internet at 

all times. She has a scanner and a display behind her eyes that immediately searches for 

everything it can find on what she works on (6-7). 

Some other examples of non-conformity can be found if one examines Cinderella in 

Perrault’s version and compares her with Cinder. One can observe the difference in their 

emotions and how they express them. Cinderella never becomes jealous of the different 

treatment between her and her stepsisters; she even happily gives them advice and offers her 

help: “She advised them always for the best, and offered her services to dress their hair” 

(Carruthers 38-9). She also seems to be incapable of feeling anger (Doughty 55), and it is 

described as her being “of rare goodness and sweetness of temper” (Carruthers 36). While 
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Cinder admits being jealous of her stepsisters and the fact that she usually tries to push these 

feelings down:  

“She was usually able to ignore the jealousy she had toward her stepsisters–how Adri 

doted on them, how soft their hands were … But she could not swallow the twitch of 

envy at seeing Peony in that dress” (34-5).  

She also displays her anger and hatred sometimes in an aggressive manner, such as fighting 

back when Adri volunteers Cinder as a test subject for curing a plague, which she knows no 

one survives (Meyer 66-8). As well as her desire to act out when forced to change back from 

her new artificial foot to her old too-small one: “Cinder stormed down the hall … Anger 

sloshed through her. She wanted to rampage through the house, destroying everything” 

(Meyer 281). This may be her way of showing that she does not accept the abuse off her 

family (Doughty 55), but regardless of how she acts, she is still just a cyborg in the eye of 

society. 

Some non-confirmative aspects can be connected to how Lunars are stereotyped. They 

do not care about anyone but themselves and are regarded as monsters:  

“Lunars were cruel, savage people. They murdered their shell children. They lied and 

scammed and brainwashed each other because they could. They did not care who they 

hurt, so long as it benefitted themselves” (Meyer 178). 

There is one scene where Prince Kai and his advisor discuss the royal bloodline of Queen 

Levana. The conversation is about whether it would be more beneficial to have someone less 

wicked and much stronger on the moon throne rather than Queen Levana. Prince Kai suggests 

the rightful heiress Princess Selene. The advisor, however, believes Princess Selene/Cinder 

would not be a better choice and that their bloodline is tainted with cruelness and 

monstrosities, which then further shows how Lunars are stereotyped and how Cinder would 

be stereotyped as the princess:  

“’Someone stronger [than Levana] … like her sister, who had her favorite 

seamstress’s feet chopped off [to keep her from leaving and continue making dresses 

for her?]’ ‘We are not talking about Queen Channary.’ ‘No, we’re talking about her 

daughter [Selene]. Kai, the entire bloodline … has been greedy, violent, corrupted by 

their own power. It’s in their blood … Princess Selene … would be no better.’” (113-

4).  

This stereotyping may indicate that Cinder is doomed to walk a similar path and is the same 

as all the other Lunars. This fact frightens her, and she cannot comprehend being both Lunar 

and cyborg: “’I am not one of them!’ To be cyborg and Lunar. One was enough to make her a 
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mutant, and outcast, but both?” (178). Cinder is not only stereotyping herself but is showing 

an excellent example of identity confusion. Cinder does not know who she is and desperately 

tries to fit herself into a role given to her by society. She is familiar with performing a role as 

the weak cyborg destined to follow Adri’s and her family’s every word. 

Cinder reproduces the gender roles in the fairy tale, but she also diverges from them. 

She enacts the role by being obedient and subordinate to the rest of the characters. Just as the 

original is a servant and therefore lowest in society’s hierarchy, so are cyborgs. Cinder is 

smitten with Prince Kai at the first meeting and tries to hide the fact that she is a cyborg; 

Cinderella does something similar by never telling the prince anything about herself, not even 

her name. Cinder takes care of her stepfamily by being the provider and helping hand at 

home, which is similar to how nurturing Cinderella is toward hers. However, being a cyborg 

also helps her step out of the usual fairy tale role. She has the means and power to defy Adri 

but chooses not to do it to keep her known role and escape identity confusion until the 

suppression becomes too much. This suppression is directly connected to identity confusion. 

Erikson’s theory states that “our inner unrest may lead to rebelliousness, impulsiveness and 

outer turmoil” (Block 785). Cinder stands against Adri’s use of violence and outbursts by 

trying to find ways to escape and become independent, which Cinderella never even thinks 

about doing. Cinder’s cybernetics and gendered characteristics are linked to how she is treated 

and recognized by others, often with harassment, violence, having no rights, and being 

regarded as not a living person.       

3.2 Cinder’s Place in Society – Performativity & Precarity 

Cinder desires to live a different life and plan an escape to achieve this. One might regard the 

drive to accomplish this goal as her experience of having control of her core identity and 

acting on her own desire (Joy et al. 1741). It would seem that it is a temporary occurrence 

because she is aware of society’s dislike of cyborgs and acts to prevent anyone from finding 

out her secret. Cinder’s awareness of society’s views may strengthen Butler’s statement that 

“the experience of a self in control, of having a core identity, however temporary or 

ineffective it may be, does not really occur” (1741). She is therefore acting in relation to how 

people want to see her and the gender norms. It can especially be seen when Cinder tries to 

force her cyborg limbs to act natural mentally: “She mentally urged the robotic limb to go 

soft, to be pliant, to be human, as she watched Kai lift the hand and kiss the back of it.” 

(Meyer 163), because she has formerly been mocked for her cybernetics. Performativity 

theory states that the norms act before a person realizes it and are part of an ongoing process 
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where peoples’ views of how one should act and how the world should be drawn upon (Joy et 

al. 1742). These norms seem to have made Cinder so used to hiding who she is that covering 

up her artificial body parts gives her comfort: “She covered her steel hand first … she felt 

more comfortable with the gloves on, hiding the plating of her left hand.” (Meyer 5). This 

comfort goes hand in hand with her fear of being found out as a cyborg and becoming an 

outsider. Resulting in her not only feeling self-conscious at all times but panicking and 

assessing how people will act in the times where “there will be no way to hide her deformity” 

(297).  

In the scene when Cinder finds out the percentage of her cybernetics, she faces the 

reality of how much her body has been altered to save her life. Here one can notice the start of 

her sense of identity being ruptured, and it further crumbles when the doctor reveals her to be 

not human but a Lunar (175). Her entire sense of identity is destroyed when Dr. Erland 

reveals the final secret he has hidden from her – not only is she a Lunar, she is royalty 

(Princess Selene). She not only denies the fact but reverts to what she knows and what others 

have always known her as “She shook her head. ‘No. I can’t. I can’t be a queen or a princess 

or–I’m nobody. I’m a cyborg!’” (384). One could argue that Cinder tries desperately to fit her 

role/identity forced on her by society, and has made her not only question who she is but who 

she is supposed to be: “she had no idea who she was anymore. No clue who she was supposed 

to be” (385). This desperation and questioning can be connected to her not having a core 

identity. But, also in Erikson’s theory that people who are not allowed to try and explore 

different identities and figure out their place in society become identity confused and even 

“take on an identity given by others” (Block 785). Cinder’s lack of knowable self and 

desperation to conform to her given gender role to be recognized is a significant difference 

from not only Perrault’s Cinderella but most other versions of the tale. It is “only the 

temporary hostility of her stepmother that forces her to disguise her identity. … [and one] key 

feature of most ‘Cinderella’ stories is the recognition by others” (Doughty 53). 

Recognition of true identity is not only a key feature in Cinderella. It is also linked to 

the performativity of gender. Cinder is recognized as the best mechanic in Beijing, but she is 

careful not to broadcast the secret behind her success and believes that “the fewer people who 

knew … the better. She [would] go mad if all the market shopkeepers looked at her with … 

disdain” (Meyer 10). She receives these looks because of her cybernetics and her being a 

woman working in a predominantly male occupation, and it leads to precarity. If Cinder’s 

cyborg identity is found out, her recognition as a fully-fledged member of society will cease 

to exist. Therefore, is it related to Butler’s statement about how people, to some extent, can be 
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controlled and be unrecognized as not existing in the eye of society (Butler ii). Cinder’s 

treatment for being a cyborg goes beyond not having the right to live among ‘normal’ human 

beings. She is not even recognized as a living being and is repeatedly called words such as 

“this thing” (Meyer 27) and “mutant” (64) by Adri. Even by Dr. Erland, she is categorized as 

more of an android than a human. He refers to her surgical cybernetics procedures as repairs 

instead of a more human term (101). This dehumanization may further prove Cinder’s lack of 

core identity, and her unrecognition is related to her not following the existing norms 

provided. After all,  

“‘those who fail to perform the illusion of gender essentialism’ [the norms provided] 

are so eagerly castigated or excluded points to the existence, … of the ‘social 

knowledge that the truth or falsity of gender is only socially compelled and in no sense 

ontologically necessitated’” (Xhonneux 296).  

Only one person recognizes Cinder and cares for her well-being, and that is her younger 

stepsister Peony. She does not only care for Cinder, but she also recognizes Adri’s unfair 

treatment against her. Cinder loses her only recognition as a fellow human being when Peony 

dies. It seems to indicate that if there should be some recognition directed toward a breaker of 

norms, they are destined to lose it. 

Regarding Cinder and all other cyborgs, this precarity condition describes their lives 

as powerless and not meaningful when dominated by the more powerful people in the social 

order (Joy et al. 1742). As Cinder’s guardian, Adri uses her given social status to dominate 

Cinder, not only economically but also in terms of control over Cinder’s life, to the extent of 

tracking her to ensure she will not attempt “to run away” (Meyer 277). Adri considers herself 

entitled to use her power against Cinder in a way that would seem abusive. She sees it as her 

duty to society to make Cinder follow the norms, stating, “You are a common cyborg, and 

one who is under my legal jurisdiction. It is my duty to ensure you don’t become a menace to 

society” (276). Thus, society has given Adri the power to dominate Cinder. This play of 

power can also be seen in connection with the plague testing Adri volunteers Cinder for. 

Scientists have created a profile of who, among the cyborgs, is seen as fit for the plague 

testing, and most people feel that the subject is lucky to qualify the profile. They should be 

satisfied that their family is compensated for losing a family member. Therefore, deciding and 

forcing their way of thinking and seeing on cyborgs is disguised behind the encouragement of 

volunteering and drafting cyborgs for plague testing. Society’s view of cyborgs is connected 

to Cinder’s perception of her identity and how citizens regard her status. It gives certain 

individuals power over cyborgs, and it shows the need for social recognition even to be able 
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to take on an identity. But it also displays how influenced Cinder is by these views when 

trying to understand her identity. It is even more evident when thinking of how Cinder’s 

artificial body parts are linked to the profiling, encouragement, and society’s views of 

cyborgs.  

Because cyborgs’ artificial body parts differ from how society has decided how one 

should act and appear, are cyborgs regarded as monstrous and disgusting by them. Therefore, 

has society pushed cyborgs to be regarded as lesser beings. Many Eastern Commonwealth 

citizens believe cyborgs already have had their second chance at life and, therefore, “should 

be the first to give up their lives in search for a cure” (Meyer 29). This belief may be why the 

royal research team decided to start the cyborg draft. It is supposed to be an honor to be 

chosen for the testing or volunteer independently; their sacrifice is for the greater good. 

Cinder thinks it is a way to display the difference between humans and cyborgs, and it further 

connects Cinder to Butler’s statement about the nonexistent core identity: “it was really just a 

reminder that cyborgs were not like everyone else” (28-9). It is common that ‘normal’ people 

often feel discomfort or confusion when not able to categorize people into specific roles, such 

as women or men (B. Fournier 2020). Therefore, this need for categorizing can be connected 

to how the novel’s society displays the boundaries between cyborgs and humans. But also, 

Adri’s reason for volunteering Cinder. She believes that everyone has a duty to do whatever 

they can for society, and because there is a high demand for Cinder’s ‘kind,’ she is entitled to 

give Cinder away (Meyer 66). Cinder’s opinion on the matter is irrelevant even if she claims, 

“I didn’t volunteer. You can’t take me against my will!” (67). Because of how society sees 

her as a norm breaker, she has no right to an opinion. 

So, if society has this kind of power, to even give the power away to certain people, 

influence individuals, and categorize where one belongs, it would seem as if Butler’s theory is 

suitable for applying to the novel. Cinder is acting in relation to society’s views, which she is 

used to and is desperate to keep, which has led her to be confused by her identity. Cinder 

forces herself to conform to achieve recognition and have the right to live among other 

humans. Despite knowing how she will be viewed and treated if her secret comes out, which 

strengthens the connection to Butler’s statement but gives insight into how Cinder’s 

unrecognition is related to it and the existing norms provided. Especially when one considers 

Cinder losing her only source of recognition, Peony, which may indicate that a breaker of 

norms should never have it and therefore have no control over or have an identity core. 
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3.3 Queerness of Cinder – Cyberqueer 

For a long time, the word ‘queer’ meant that something is ‘strange,’ ‘odd,’ and ‘unusual,’ 

making queerness the opposite of normativity (Mitchell 53). Therefore, queerness can be 

linked to precarity, performativity, and how Cinder is regarded as different from ‘normal’ 

citizens (non-cyborgs and non-lunars). Cinder’s combination of human genes and cybernetics 

makes her not recognized as a human being, and she obsesses over the physical 

manifestations (cyborg parts) of her hybrid position (Mitchell 55). She is, therefore, 

determined to hide her ‘strange’ body parts, which can be connected to Yoshino’s definition 

of covering in queer theory. He states that this queer experience can be called ‘other closets’ 

or ‘secret selves,’ which is when one conceals or tone down a disfavored feature (identity) to 

fit into society or the gender roles (Mitchell 54). The importance of this is how powerful 

gender roles and society’s views are in deciding what is normal. In some parts of the novel, 

Cinder is recognized as a ‘normal’ human girl, especially by Prince Kai. It gives her fuel to 

keep up her façade but confuses her. Is she a cyborg meant to be unrecognized, or is there a 

chance she still will be recognized by Prince Kai if the truth is revealed? For something to be 

human, according to Judith Butler, “it must relate to what is nonhuman, to what is outside 

itself but continuous with itself by an interimplication in life. This relation to what is not 

constitutes the human being in its livingness, so that human exceeds its boundary in the very 

effort to establish them” (Mitchell 55).  

Cinder’s need for social recognition (as an average human) makes her take on a 

different identity and, in the process, imprisons her in a loop of lies and fear. This desire to 

belong and take on an identity can lead to living a double life, according to queer theory 

(Tyson 340), which Cinder essentially does, by having people who know her real cyborg 

identity and those who do not. It affects her way of seeing herself and encourages her to 

accept the views about cyborgs, which is the cause of her desperate need to hide and conform 

with her given role. This desire to conform to a gender role is grounded in her fear of being an 

outsider, a cyborg. However, according to Watson and Giffney, the desire to recognize 

oneself is, in the end, stronger than the need to hide and the only thing that can be fulfilling 

despite the hardships that may follow it (Watson & Giffney 32). This desire can be seen in 

how Cinder strives for independence and therefore hides money she has earned from Adri to 

buy a new artificial leg to lighten her movement in life (Meyer 11). When Cinder is 

discussing buying a dress and attending the ball with the household android Iko, she 

immediately states her desire to use the money needed for something more beneficial for her 

life and freedom instead of enjoyment: “A down payment on my own apartment where I 
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won’t have to be Adri’s servant anymore?” (Meyer 31). Cinder desperately tries to find ways 

to be who she wants to be and tries to shape her own identity. This desire can be connected to 

Haraway’s understanding of a queer cyborg’s need for freedom:  

“a queer cyborg hates being embodied into anything. A queer cyborg wants to remain 

free, unleashed and left to roam, run wild and leap from one body into another. Be it a 

racial, ethnic, class, gendered or sexual body, you are sure to see the queer cyborg 

running away from it” (Miyake 56).  

Cinder’s desire to escape comes up on a few occasions in the novel. This desire may 

help one understand Cinder’s confusion about her identity more clearly. Cinder’s entire 

identity comes from what others have put inside and onto her body, therefore giving her no 

conception of selfhood (Mitchell 55). Therefore, she has never had the opportunity to 

experiment with different identities/gender roles, which, according to Erikson, is essential to 

prevent identity confusion (Cherry 2019, Block 785). Cinder’s precarity also makes her a 

queer cyborg because she is not seen as human and rather a ‘thing’ not capable of expressing 

the emotions needed to pass as fully human. This concerns her, even if she is only partially 

human, resulting in her feeling the need to hide her identity and create a façade (double life), 

as mentioned above. The façade she keeps is constantly challenged by the gender roles and 

Adri’s mockery and abuse. One striking example of her hurtful words are in the scene when 

Cinder claims to love her sister Peony: “Don’t insult me . . . Do your kind even know what 

love is? Can you feel anything at all, or is it just . . . programmed?” (Meyer 63). Therefore, 

Cinder’s hybrid state and struggle can be connected to Haraway’s statement, in explicit and 

implicit ways, about a cyborg being both a machine and an organism, “a creature of social 

reality as well as a creature of fiction” (Haraway 149). One might conclude that Cinder never 

was meant to harmonize with the gender roles and instead live a life beyond them free from 

confinement in an identity or a façade.  

As discussed in the Cinder vs Cinderella section, Cinder takes on some roles. 

However, she does not conform to them completely and walks a line between masculine and 

feminine ones. Her being a provider (masculine role) and a nurturer (feminine role) depend 

upon her being a cyborg. According to Tyson, the traditional definition of gender identity is 

not fixed “but crosses back and forth between the masculine and the feminine” (Tyson 336). 

Therefore, it is not surprising that Cinder is confused. She has never had an agency to shape 

or express her own identity or even make decisions about her physical body. According to 

Erikson’s theory, these changes and decisions on her body and identity are stressful in 

‘ordinary’ cases. However, for Cinder, they are magnified by the treatment she receives. 
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One’s inner unrest, states Erikson’s theory, may lead to “rebelliousness, impulsiveness and 

outer turmoil” (Block 785). The unrest (confusion) might be strongly seen as a significant part 

of Cinder’s life journey in the novel, which Doughty has also noticed: “[Meyer] rewrites the 

meme of female passivity as Cinder works through a process of identity formation” (Doughty 

46). 

4. Conclusion 

Meyer’s new Cinderella will never escape her identity confusion, even if she embraces being 

a cyborg or conforming to gender norms. When it comes to Cinder’s confusion, she is both 

confusing herself and the gender roles. Her taking on masculine and feminine aspects of being 

unemotional and emotional and her roles as both a provider (masculine) and a nurturer 

(feminine) prevents her from entirely conforming to gender roles. She is confusing her and 

the roles by not being able to be categorized in a specific one, even if she tries to tone down 

unwanted attributes to be accepted, at least by some in society. The complication of her 

beauty also indicates that she will never escape her confusion by conforming to the norms. 

Cinder lives with inner turmoil and fear of people finding her secret, which traps her in the 

dark pit of identity confusion. Some of the confusion is because of the different treatment and 

how her beauty is looked upon by those who know about her cybernetics (freak) and those 

who do not (pretty). However, there is a possibility that accepting her queerness will at least 

let her resist the gender roles. Nevertheless, it can only be done if she manages to look past 

society’s views, which is possible according to Erikson’s theory. In the end, the feeling of 

wanting to be one’s true self or being free is stronger than the need for recognition. She may 

accept or choose an identity and even change it if she discovers a more suitable one.  

Regardless, the reader is denied closure since we are not told if Cinder escapes her 

identity confusion or accepts an identity in this novel. On the other hand, she does have many 

possible ones to accept in the subsequent novels; cyborg, Lunar, Princess, or, why not a 

combination of them all, a Lunar Princess that happens to be a cyborg. Even if Cinder 

embraces her cyborg identity and becomes liberated from the gender roles to live free, she 

will still face the same hindrances. In the same regard, if she gains the possibility to change 

her identity and finally decide who to be. Nothing will ever change for her because she would 

still live under the conditions of not controlling or having a core identity and being influenced 

by society’s views of whom she is supposed to be. As has been seen, Cinder is highly 

influenced by how society sees her and therefore acts accordingly without noticing it. Her 
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acting and forcing her body to pass as normal and human as possible has become her norm. 

She feels comfort in hiding and believes society’s views of her ‘kind’ to some point, which 

also shows that her desire for independence is in vain. So, embracing being a queer cyborg 

will not change her identity confusion, maybe only relieve her from it for some time. In the 

end, she will still revert to her queer experience of embodying herself in secret selves, which 

would eventually lead to her living a double life again; because that is the power of society’s 

view and the inconvenience of not having a core identity.  
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