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From Sexual Explicitness to Invisibility in Resistance Art: 

Coloniality, Rape Culture and Technology 

Chloé S. Georas 

Introduction1  

 This chapter explores the dilemmas and tensions posed by sexually explicit art, in 

particular by Emma Sulkowicz, and anti-surveillance art in the context of debates on 

feminist/gender studies, visual culture, rape culture, postcolonialism and new technologies. On 

the one hand, feminist performance artists making sexually explicit works that question the 

ubiquity and acceptance of sexual and gender violence is not new, but the integration of new 

technologies, social media and the internet to these artistic interventions raises novel questions 

regarding the intersectional phenomenon of rape culture, the deployment of the male gaze and its 

postcolonial incarnation in what can be defined as the techno-coloniality of vision. On the other 

hand, anti-surveillance art, which explores strategies of technological invisibility, unreadability 

and purposeful interpretive malfunction, provides a rich space to interrogate how it responds 

differently to the hypersexualization and commodification of girls and women relative to 

sexually explicit activist art.  This article thus thinks through the differences and continuities of 

sexually explicit and anti-surveillance art as complex critiques of intersectional forms of 

gendered discrimination and violence that are inscripted in the digital turn of societies. 

 
1 This article would not have been possible without the support I received from the University of Ottawa Law 
School.  Specifically, I was selected to be the Shirley Greenberg International Visiting Scholar (2017-2018) to work 
with professors Jane Bailey and Valerie Steeves to advance the goals of their Social Sciences and Humanities 
Research Council of Canada's "The eQuality Project," which investigates the relationship between gender, privacy 
and equality in online social networking from the perspectives of girls and young women. I also want to thank my 
dedicated research assistants, Lorraine Acevedo and Sebastián Arroyo, who did some of the background research for 
this article.  Needless to say, any shortcomings of this article are exclusively my own. 
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 As part of comparing sexually explicit and anti-surveillance activist art, my article is 

divided into the following sections: I-Rape Culture: What is It?; II-Visual Culture, Feminism and 

the Male Gaze; III-Techno-Coloniality of Vision; IV-Emma Sulkowicz: Ceci N'est Pas Un Viol 

("This is not a rape"); and, V-Anti-Surveillance Resistance Art.   

 

I-Rape Culture:  What is It?  

Although the emergence of the term rape culture as a concept is a fairly recent 

phenomenon, it has become a broad political, theoretical and metaphorical umbrella for debates 

on feminism and patriarchy (Young 2015; Lazarus and Wunderlich 1983; Connell and Wilson 

1974) that are central to the analysis of sexually explicit and anti-surveillance art. Defining rape 

culture is a thorny process given the complexity of the topic, multidisciplinary approaches and 

transcultural specificities that can be brought to bear in the process. However, the most widely 

accepted definition of the term, which has become a template for much research, was provided 

by Emilie Buchwald. Rape culture is: 

a complex of beliefs that encourages male sexual aggression and supports violence against 
women. It occurs in a society where violence is seen as sexy and sexuality as violent. In a 
rape culture women perceive a continuum of threatened violence that ranges from sexual 
remarks to sexual touching to rape itself. A rape culture condones physical and emotional 
terrorism against women as the norm (Buchwald, Fletcher, and Roth 2005, Preamble). 

 

Rape culture has to do with social discourses and practices that accept, allow, minimize and 

normalize “sexual violence against women through social institutions, communities, and 

individuals (Shariff and DeMartini 2015, 281).” Contrary to places where rape has been openly 

advocated, the notion of rape culture names an insidious, seemingly passive societal discourse 

that rears its head in more subtle ways like victim-blaming, criminal leniency or a general lack of 



Chloé S. Georas, From Sexual Explicitness to Invisibility in Resistance Art: Coloniality, Rape Culture and Technology, in MISOGYNY 
ACROSS GLOBAL MEDIA (Maria Marron ed., 2021). 
 
Available at: https://rowman.com/ISBN/9781793606211/Misogyny-across-Global-Media 

 
knowledge about the real pervasiveness of sexual assault and its consequences (Buchwald, 

Fletcher, and Roth 2005). The term rape culture is deliberately provocative given how it brings 

to light the passive, subconscious, underlying and underhanded way it advocates for 

permissibility and dismissal of sexual violence.  

 

II-Visual Culture, Feminism and the Male Gaze  

 In this section how visual culture and feminism have come together in powerful ways is 

studied. Together, they have reconfigured debates on the intersection of visuality with multiple 

forms of domination that are central to rape culture. Visual culture is a mode of critical visual 

analysis that questions disciplinary limitations, in particular those posed by art historical analysis 

that has insisted on the sharp distinction between high and low cultural forms.  Thinkers of visual 

culture, who speak of visual construction of the social rather than the often-mentioned notion of 

the social construction of the visual, focus on the centrality of vision and the visual world in 

constructing meanings, maintaining aesthetic values and racialized, classed and gendered 

stereotypes in societies steeped in digital technologies of surveillance and marketing.  Visual 

culture is a counter-hegemonic tactic for “those who do not control the dominant means of visual 

production to negotiate the hypervisuality of everyday life in a digitized global culture,” and who 

are “at all times at risk of being undercut by transnational capital.” These elements produce and 

reproduce a patriarchal, eurocentric and heterosexual normativity (Mirzoeff 2002, 4,18). 

Visuality itself is understood as the intersection of power with visual representation (Mirzoeff 

2002; Rogoff 2002). 

Feminism and visual culture mutually inform each other. Feminism, by demanding an 

understanding of how gender and sexual difference figure in cultural dynamics coextensively 
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with other modes of subjectivity and subjection such as sexual orientation, race, ethnicity and 

class, among others, has figured prominently in the strengths of visual culture analysis. And, in 

turn, “feminism has long acknowledged that visuality (the conditions of how we see and make 

meaning of what we see) is one of the key modes by which gender is culturally inscribed in 

Western culture (Jones 2010, 2).” In particular, the development of the notion of the male gaze 

has been of great theoretical and historical significance to the representation of women and 

sexual difference in visual culture.  Thinkers such as John Berger and Laura Mulvey gave 

feminist depth to the critical discourse of how women are represented in visual culture while 

simultaneously emphasizing the importance of visual analysis for a feminist theory of culture. 

For them the visual orchestration and replication of patriarchal relations in images also occurs at 

the level of their formal structure and plays out in the ongoing conditions of production, 

distribution and reception (Robinson 2015).” 

Berger proposes the notion of the male gaze by reexamining Clark’s opposition between 

nakedness and nudity wherein naked is to be without clothes and nude is a form of art or genre 

that derives its conventions of representation from an art historical tradition in European oil 

painting. Accordingly, “to be naked is to be oneself," “reveals itself” and is “without disguise” as 

opposed to being nude where a woman becomes a display, “aware of being seen by a spectator” 

whose gaze remakes her nakedness into nudity as a “form of dress” that makes her 

unrecognizable to herself (Berger 2015, 296). For Berger “nakedness is not an expression of her 

own feelings,” but rather a sign of her submission to the male gaze or the “owner's feelings and 

demands” (Berger 2015, 295). As a result, in the genre of the nude the principal protagonist is 

presumed to be a man, “a stranger with his clothes still on,” who is never painted and remains 

outside the frame, but without ever releasing the authority to frame, own and reconstruct 
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women’s nakedness into nudes (Berger 2015, 296). The power lies in what remains invisible 

outside the frame. Although in modern times the nude as an art genre has become less important, 

Berger contends that the male gaze’s structuring force in how women are represented has not 

changed (Berger 2015). 

Laura Mulvey develops this thread of analysis further by using psychoanalysis to develop 

the concept of the “male gaze” in classic Hollywood movies (Mulvey 2015). As possibly the 

most highly cited work of feminist film scholarship, her chapter titled “Visual Pleasure and 

Narrative Cinema” theorized the role and production of desire between the image of a woman 

and the man who gazes upon her image. Through Mulvey’s deployment of psychoanalysis as a 

“political weapon,” she shows how the “unconscious of patriarchal society has structured film 

form” (Mulvey 2015, 300). Patriarchal constructions link woman to a “place as bearer of 

meaning” rather than a “maker of meaning,” that is, woman becomes the passive object of the 

active “male gaze” that “projects its phantasy on to the female figure which is styled 

accordingly” (Mulvey 2015, 301, 304). However, despite the objectified portrayal of woman 

posed by the controlling male gaze, the representation of woman always threatens to evoke the 

anxiety of the original trauma of castration that men negotiate through two alternative 

unconscious mechanisms, namely, that of sadistic voyeur (by demystifying and devaluing the 

guilty woman’s mystery through either saving or punishing her) or fetishistic scopophilia (by 

transmuting the menacing female into a reassuring fetish of physical beauty) (Mulvey 2015; 

Helford 2006). 

These works of Burger and Mulvey raise questions about creating representations of 

women that resist replicating the male gaze and rape culture, questions that are further 

complicated by studies on postcolonialism and its intersection with technology.  
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III-The Techno-Coloniality of Vision  

 In this section the concept of the techno-coloniality of vision is proposed. For 

postcolonial media theorist María Fernández, the perspective of postcolonial studies is missing 

from electronic media studies since they “developed parallel to one another but with very few 

points of intersection” (Fernández 1999, 59). Postcolonial studies and the notion of coloniality of 

power name the process whereby, despite the successes of colonized territories in their struggles 

for independence, racial, ethnic, sexual, gendered and classed forms of colonial domination 

continued to be reenacted within the frames of the newly formed nation-states. While classic 

imperial colonization normally refers to a wide-ranging, direct domination of territories by a 

central power, theories on the coloniality of power and postcolonialism signal the subtle and not 

so subtle continuities of colonial hierarchies and discourses despite the formal eradication of 

colonialism (Aníbal Quijano 2015, 1993, 1992). In this way, coloniality of power can  exist 

without a colonial administration and independence without decolonization (Quijano 2015). 

Material relations of domination are thus incomprehensible outside of their inscription in the 

social imaginary of domination: the images and discourses power deploys in the contested 

terrains of inequality (Quijano 1993; Mignolo 2000). 

Fernández sees the erasure of the body in electronic media studies as symptomatic of the 

failure to effectively integrate postcolonial interrogations. The liberational imaginations of 

electronic media studies in the late 1980s and 1990s that concentrated on the “preeminence of 

the virtual body” failed to account for the myriad women oppressed under capitalist conditions of 

repetitive labor who “know the pain of the union of machine and bodily tissue” (Fernández 1999, 

64; Sandoval 1995), but without any of the social benefits and legal rights to protect them. 

Contrary to electronic media’s virtualization and invisibilization of the body, Fernández contends 
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that “postcolonial studies underscore the physiological specificity of the lived body as the 

realities of subjection are inscribed on the bodies of colonized peoples: torture, rape, and 

physical exhaustion, as well as the learning of new bodily grammars and forms of discipline 

required by colonization and conversion” (Fernández 1999, 62–63). 

Furthermore, the severance of the construction of identity from bodily experience in 

electronic media is a severance from history. Electronic media theory has led to a banalization of 

history or to a “recombinant history” where digitization, archiving, and sampling enable the 

conversion of local histories into virtualized games and fantasy worlds that play into the 

“entertainment function for the comfort zone tastes of the virtual class (Fernández 1999, 65; 

Kroker and Weinstein 1994; Nakamura 1995).”  These resemantizations mark what Lisa 

Nakamura calls identity tourism (Nakamura 1995) and Aparicio calls hegemonic 

“tropicalizations” whereby [minority] symbols or cultural productions are mainstreamed within 

“more normative and dominant values that make them attractive to a dominant […] public whose 

reception reaffirms its dominance over minority cultures," suggesting a process of cultural 

assimilation that transforms minority symbols into "objects of consumption rather than social 

and cultural practices" (Aparicio 2003, 25).2 

The term techno-coloniality of vision can be used to bring together the postcolonial 

critiques of technology studies, the notion of the male gaze and rape culture in order to grapple 

with the intersectional coexistence of forms of oppression experienced by female othered bodies 

steeped in the histories of colonial domination, surveillance and exploitation.  Part of the 

challenge of artistic activist interventions is to engage a feminist aesthetic that undermines the 

 
2 Aparicio specifies that the notion of hegemonic "tropicalizations" was developed jointly with Susana Chavez-
Silverman. 
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techno-coloniality of vision or the male gaze of empire, which can be particularly difficult in the 

context of art that explores sexually explicit speech.  

With the preceding framework of debates on feminist/gender studies, visual culture, rape 

culture, postcolonialism and new technologies, an analysis follows of the dilemmas and tensions 

posed by the sexually explicit and technologically-mediated art of Emma Sulkowicz and the anti-

surveillance art of Zach Blas and Adam Harvey. 

IV-Emma Sulkowicz: Ceci N'est Pas Un Viol ("This is not a rape")  

 This section explores how the questions raised in the previous sections play out in the 

work of Emma Sulkowicz (hereinafter ES), in particular Ceci n’est pas un viol (This is Not a 

Rape), as a specific instantiation of sexually explicit art that integrates new technologies.  

A. Introduction 

ES defines herself as a person of “mixed race” who has knowledge of “being a woman” 

and “a victim of sexual assault” (Harris 2015). She became widely known for her 2014 Mattress 

Performance (Carry That Weight) (2014-2015), an endurance performance piece developed as a 

protest against the prevalence of sexual violence on university campuses and Columbia 

University's specific mishandling of her sexual assault case. Her artwork addressed that injustice 

by her carrying a dorm mattress on campus at all times for almost a year, becoming an effective 

form of institutional critique and political art. Her performance resonated with “college students 

across the country, as well as with the public at large and the media,” with her becoming an 

“eloquent spokesperson for ending sexual assault on college campuses, and for reform regarding 

how colleges address sexual assault when it occurs” (Kessler 2017).  

This background is important to contextualize her sexually explicit artwork, Ceci n’est 

pas un viol (This is Not a Rape) (Sulkowicz 2015a).  Released in June 2015, the work consists of 
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a website hosting an eight-minute video, an introductory text and an open comments section.  

The video, directed by Ted Lawson, shows ES having sex with an anonymous actor in a dorm 

room at Columbia University and shows the shift from consensual to non-consensual sex, ending 

with what appears to be anal sex. Shortly after it appeared, the website was taken offline by a 

denial-of-service attack, but was restored and remained available at www.cecinestpasunviol.com 

until the Domain Name System (DNS) address of the work changed to 

www.cecinestpasunviol.video, as part of what may have been a response to the technological and 

other attacks on her work (Sulkowicz 2015a, 2015b).3 The comments section in the original .com 

website had accrued 5,413 posts as of February 5, 20184 and were available directly on the 

website below the video, but on the currently available .video version of the website, there is a 

comments section that contains zero comments.  Instead, in the .video version there is a link to 

the comments of the previous .com version, which is managed by Disqus, a third-party platform 

for websites to gain "a feature-rich comment system complete with social network integration, 

advanced administration and moderation options” (“What Is Disqus?” n.d.).5  

B. Digital Art, Technological Design and Performative Filtering 

A critical distinction that must be made is between works that make an instrumental use 

of digital technologies, merely as a tools of production, and works such as that of ES which 

engages self-reflexively with these technologies (Paul 2016). The instrumentalist approach does 

not unravel the traditional conception of an artwork as a finite object (e.g. sculpture, print, 

 
3 I was unable to determine the exact date of, and reason for, the shift from the .com to the .video version of the 
website. 
4 I know this because I documented it in a draft version of this article that I presented for The Shirley E. Greenberg 
Chair for Women and the Legal Profession Speaker Series, University of Ottawa Law School (February 6, 2018). 
5 Please note that when I do not make a distinction between the .com and video versions of the website, it is because 
I am referring to elements that are identical to both versions, namely, everything with the exception of the changes 
concerning the comments section. 
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photograph) whereas the self-consciously digital artwork "employs these technologies as a tool 

for the creation of a less material, software-based form that utilizes the digital medium’s inherent 

characteristics, such as its participatory and generative features" (Paul 2016, 2). Contrary to the 

traditional notion of an artwork that is seen as a linear and finished work, ES’s digital 

performance art is time-based, dynamic, and non-linear. Her digital artwork might not be 

repeatable or could reconfigure itself continuously. This makes the contextual understanding of a 

digital artwork more layered to the extent that it relates to the materiality of the artwork and the 

computational processes that transcend the work itself. Digital art, in this way, does not refer to 

an essentialist, ontological or phenomenological understanding of the digital, but instead refers to 

“social forms that involve electronic and digital communication technologies […] such as 

different types of collaboration [that transcend] specific pieces of hard- and software" (Medosch 

2016, 357).  

Part of the performative proposal of ES’s artwork involves her complex deployment of 

technology. First of all, ES decided to create a stand-alone website (.com then .video) rather than 

place her artwork on social media platforms such as Facebook and others. The decision affords 

greater flexibility in terms of designing and customizing the digital artwork to interact with users 

in specific ways. Using a website is also relevant to leveraging greater control over content 

relative to social media platforms whose terms and conditions can impose a slew of conflicting 

regulations concerning, for instance, ownership (e.g. intellectual property, including licensing 

agreements), censorship of sexually explicit content, privacy and general management issues, 

among others.  The website opens with trigger warnings, caveats, explanations and questions, 

through which the viewer scrolls down in order to reach the video, which must be clicked to be 
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seen, and below the video is the public commentary section.  In her trigger warning, ES clarifies 

that her work is not a reenactment of her rape:  

 Trigger Warning: The following text contains allusions to rape. Everything that 
takes place in the following video is consensual but may resemble rape. It is not a 
reenactment but may seem like one. If at any point you are triggered or upset, please 
proceed with caution and/or exit this website. However, I do not mean to be prescriptive, 
for many people find pleasure in feeling upset (Sulkowicz 2015a). 

  

 She notes that “Ceci N'est Pas Un Viol is not about one night in August, 2012. It's about 

your decisions, starting now. It's only a reenactment if you disregard my words. It's about you, 

not him” (Sulkowicz 2015a).  In a clear reference to "Ceci n'est pas une pipe" from René 

Magritte's The Treachery of Images, ES raises the semiotic critique of the collapse between an 

act and its representation, but more importantly she is putting the viewers and their reactions in 

the spotlight.  It is a participatory artwork where the online response in the comments section as 

well as the technological attacks to disable the website are a central part of the work.  She 

cautions not to watch the video “if your motives would upset me, my desires are unclear to you, 

or my nuances are indecipherable” (Sulkowicz 2015a). She says: 

You might be wondering why I've made myself this vulnerable. Look—I want to 
change the world, and that begins with you, seeing yourself. If you watch this video 
without my consent, then I hope you reflect on your reasons for objectifying me and 
participating in my rape, for, in that case, you were the one who couldn't resist the urge to 
make Ceci N'est Pas Un Viol about what you wanted to make it about: rape. 
 Please, don't participate in my rape. Watch kindly (Sulkowicz 2015a). 
 

The act of viewing in an unkind way that replicates the premise of rape culture and the 

availability of the female body to satisfy male desire is tantamount to rape or, at the very least, 

complicit in its conditions of possibility.  All of us are potentially rapists if we do not engage 
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self-reflexively in the experience of watching the video.  She further frames the experience with 

several challenging questions:   

Here are a few questions to help you reflect. 
Searching: 

Are you searching for proof? Proof of what? 
Are you searching for ways to either hurt or help me? 
What are you looking for? 

Desiring: 
Do you desire pleasure? 
Do you desire revulsion? Is this to counteract your unconscious enjoyment? 
What do you want from this experience? 

Me: 
How well do you think you know me? Have we ever met? 
Do you think I'm the perfect victim or the world's worst victim? 
Do you refuse to see me as either a human being or a victim? If so, why? Is it to 
deny me agency and thus further victimize me? If so, what do you think of the 
fact that you owe your ability to do so to me, since I'm the one who took a risk 
and made myself vulnerable in the first place? 
Do you hate me? If so, how does it feel to hate me (Sulkowicz 2015a)? 
 

 This multi-layered and nuanced technological design forces viewers, to some degree, to 

engage with her contextualization of the video.  Her process of discursive reinscription through 

the visual layout and composition of the website destabilizes the male gaze in its journey to reach 

the video.  The video and website become an opportunity to engage with the social imaginary of 

a violent society.  Similar to other pre-digital sexually explicit performance works by Yoko Ono, 

Marina Abramovic, Ana Mendieta, Karen Finley, Annie Sprinkle, Coco Fusco and Guillermo 

Gómez-Peña, the reactions of spectators are central to ES's work, particularly in the .com version 

that contained the audience's commentary in the website itself below the video.  However, 

despite the parallels to other works, the viewers in those performances were generally unaware 

that their reactions were central to the performances. ES gives viewers notice and frames the 

whole experience with her trigger warning, introductory paragraphs and interpretive challenges.  

Interestingly, it is not clear when the trigger warning ends and the interpretive gauntlet is thrown 
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down.  Trigger warnings are designed to protect sensitivities to particularly harsh materials, 

which is what ES does when she states, “[i]f at any point you are triggered or upset, please 

proceed with caution and/or exit this website" (Sulkowicz 2015a). However, in the next sentence 

she expresses her unwillingness to be entirely prescriptive given that some people enjoy feeling 

upset. And from there on she is openly challenging hostile viewers to question themselves and 

their motives in viewing the work. Thus, although trigger warnings generally serve to protect 

sensitivities, her trigger warning interestingly becomes a trigger warning for the insensitive, 

challenging them to be sensitive and kind. 

 The video’s deployment of a CCTV (closed-circuit television) surveillance aesthetic to 

portray acts of sexual violence toward a racialized minority signals how surveillance 

technologies do not surveil all bodies equally, evocatively invoking the desire to possess, know, 

propertize and control the body of the female other. Furthermore, the video’s use in the inner 

confines of the private space of her dorm room makes the personal political by virtue of its 

display on the website and invokes the omnipresent and ubiquitous surveillance of othered 

bodies for whom there is radically less or no privacy relative to state and corporate powers.  ES's 

work responds to this imperial poetics of surveillance with an uncomfortable counter-narrative of 

rape and abuse, which exposes her to being revictimized as a performative confrontation.  She 

assumes the misinterpretation of the techno-coloniality of vision is inevitable.  Although she 

does not control interpretation, she engages with its violence in a technical architecture that 

basically forces hostile viewers to confront her counternarrative before accessing the video and 

leaving their visceral traces in the comments section in the original .com version or by deploying 

more technologically sophisticated strategies to disable the website. 

 The change in the use and role of Disqus on the website from the .com to the .video 
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version also speaks to the complex filtering strategies of ES's work, its technological architecture 

and the shifting nature of digital artworks.  According to Disqus, the third-party comment 

management platform, its purpose is “posting comments and we strive to handle this in a smooth 

and secure way” (“How Does Disqus Work?” n.d.). Disqus has a built-in spam filter that is 

executed automatically when a comment is posted, but comments can also be removed from 

public view, meaning disappear, manually by a site moderator (“Common Questions About 

Disqus” n.d.; “Why Are My Comments Marked as Spam or Removed?” n.d.).  The current 

.video website has two links through Disqus to the comments of the previous .com version of the 

website, which, as of March 14, 2019, had 5,235 and 4 comments, respectively, for a total of 

5,239 comments. Comments have been moderated given that there were 5,413 posts as of 

February 5, 2018, as opposed to 5,239 comments on March 14, 2019, a reduction of 174 

comments. Since the Disqus spam filter is an automated operation activated immediately once a 

comment is posted, the reduction speaks to the active manual moderation of comments by a 

human actor, which we can surmise may be the artist herself and/or her collaborators.   

 Interestingly, there is no Disqus link to comments pertaining to the current .video version 

of the website, which has zero comments. One can actually submit a comment, but it does not 

appear, which raises the question of whether the moderated process of posting comments has 

been discontinued relative to actual site moderators and Disqus' automated system. Comments 

submitted in the video version thus remain in an invisible limbo, which could be interpreted as 

incompletely filtered content that can never aspire to visibility, a proactive strategy to censure 

hatred, a digital performance of technological dysfunctionality/obsolescence of an evolving 

artwork, and/or a partial archival strategy of the previous .com version of the website. Thus, in 

the .video version ES has exiled to Disqus the viscera of hate and violence posted on the .com 
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website of her work and relegated to a digital limbo any comments posted to the .video version.   

 These multi-layered and shifting filtering strategies in ES’s digital artwork (e.g., trigger 

warnings, automated spam filter and manual site moderation) raise the challenge of how to 

performatively engage with toxic trolling audiences relative to the particular vulnerability of 

racialized and sexualized minorities. The shifting architecture of the website poses ES's greater 

exposure to violence in the .com version as opposed to the video version. The increased opacity 

in the digital artwork through greater filtering dismantles the patriarchal fantasy of a "right of 

access" to the subjugated female body. It can also be seen as a practice of evolving forms of self-

encryption in the very design of her website. By deploying this shifting politics of opacity 

relative to her over-surveilled body while simultaneously engaging the visual aesthetic of 

surveillance, she remains intractable, unpossessable and unproprietable from the perspective of 

ubiquitous trolling and surveillance. ES's website exemplifies the changing nature of digital 

artworks. Hers is not an instrumentalist approach to technology predicated on the production of 

finite objects, but rather a self-reflexive engagement with the irreducible materiality of a digital 

artwork given its generative, non-linear and unpredictable qualities, which raises the stakes of 

doing interpretive justice to its changing complexity. 

C. Pornography, Obscenity and Their Artistic Discontents  

 Does ES interrogate the boundaries between art and obscenity in ways that destabilize 

patriarchal representations of the female body? Does ES break down the visual economy of rape 

culture and the coloniality of the male gaze? A discussion of the JenniCam project can help 

address the questions and pinpoint important differences relative to ES’s artwork. In 1996 Jenny 

Ringley, a white 19-year-old college student, installed a webcam in her college dorm room that 

fed regularly refreshed still images to a webpage, accessible to anyone with an Internet-
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connected computer. JenniCam became instantly famous because was one of the first websites 

that voluntarily surveyed her private life. It was a “self-described ‘social experiment’, whose 

diverse objectives included connecting with family and friends and challenging mainstream 

media images of women with ‘perfect hair and perfect friends’” (Bailey 2009, 283; Senft 2005, 

12). In her analysis of the JenniCam phenomenon, Bailey shows, on the one hand, certain 

transgressive strands of the project such as the display of the non-epic nor sexualized everyday 

life of a young woman, and on the other hand, the progressive commercialization of the space 

and her increasingly sexually stereotyped performances. Her work is selectively 

decontextualized through viewers’ appropriation of the sexually explicit parts of the transmission 

to create videos that resembled more directly the conventions of traditional pornography (Bailey 

2009). 

Similarly, ES’s eight-minute video of a rape was ripped by users from the website and 

placed on Pornhub without her authorization.6  Although one can say that ES’s decontextualized 

video can be more easily appropriated as mainstream pornography than the JenniCam project 

with its long-term documentation of the intimate life of a young woman in her private sphere, the 

question is whether ES’s broader website intervention is a more transgressive feminist 

intervention in the mined fields of the dominant modes of seeing. Does she mobilize a more 

disquieting feminist aesthetic than JenniCam despite the impossibility of clearly drawing a line 

between her decontextualized video and traditional pornography? Whereas JenniCam 

progressively fulfilled the stereotypes of femininity and the commercialization of the female 

 
6 A Google search of “Emma Sulkowicz on Pornhub” reveals several links to her video on Pornhub. Emma 
Sulkowicz on Pornhub - Google Search,  
https://www.google.com/search?q=emma+sulkowicz+on+pornhub&ei=fwSUXKf5HdCZ_Qbou6HYCw&start=10
&sa=N&ved=0ahUKEwjntImNmZThAhXQTN8KHehdCLsQ8NMDCHU&biw=1217&bih=617 (last visited Mar 
28, 2019). 
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body, ES’s website contextualizes the work as a document of the cultural anxieties of the 

viewers’ social imaginary through her filtering strategies and the deployment of a surveillance 

ethos of otherness. This raises the question of where does the real pornography lie:  in the 

artwork or in the graphic materialization of the viewer’s violence, racism and misogyny?  ES 

displaces the gaze from her hypersexualized and racialized body to a “pornographic” display of 

the inner workings of the cultural banality of rape, both metaphorical and literal in how it can 

happen seamlessly, moving from a consensual to a nonconsensual encounter almost 

imperceptibly, after which the aggressor leaves the room, and the victim goes to the bathroom, 

bathes and later returns to bed to slide under the covers.  Similar to Couple in a Cage (Gómez-

Peña and Fusco 1992), ES's work perturbingly evokes the ubiquity of rape culture and 

coloniality, both of which speak to the intersectional continuities of oppression, racial, sexual 

and otherwise, and to their entrenched invisibility, normalization and acceptability. By refusing 

to be passively framed by the imperial male gaze, she disorganizes the structure of the techno-

coloniality of vision and redraws the lines of violent viewers' visual economy of interpretation. It 

is why ES’s  performative work assumes technology as an architecture of power that gathers full 

force in the video’s surveillance aesthetic to portray acts of sexual violence towards a racialized 

minority whereas JenniCam’s intervention assumes a more naïve conception of technology as 

enabling a neutral and transparent access to the “real life” of a white young woman.   

 Part of the question of a feminist aesthetic in sexually explicit art is whether it can 

represent a total break with the techno-coloniality of the male gaze and its interpretive 

coordinates within visual culture. Or, in Berger’s terms, can there be sense of nakedness as a 

complete rupture with the male gaze? (Berger 2015). Although there is no entirely safe and 

sanitized way to embody coloniality and rape culture as played out on women’s bodies, Berger’s 
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dialectic between nudity and nakedness can be rethought from the perspective of a feminist 

aesthetic. Nakedness can be proposed as a feminist strategy to displace the male gaze from its 

comfort zone into a space of self-reflexive unsustainability rather than as an essentialist 

representation of female authenticity outside the male gaze. There may be no underlying truth to 

nakedness, but rather a feminist aesthetic of nakedness as an eruption of visual discomfort in the 

mined field of hyper-racialized and sexualized visual iconographies of the normative gaze. This 

is particularly the case when artists are engaging in acts of self-representation through the 

deployment of their own bodies as part of a performative digital artwork as with ES.   

 Despite the interpretive pornification of her gesture by the male gaze that tries to 

tropicalize or neutralize the strength of her critique, ES’s work interrupts the male gaze by 

evoking its obscenity. The more she displays her body, the more unreadable she becomes and the 

more visible the male gaze becomes with its compulsive efforts to resituate her within an 

amenable reading of the subjugated body that invites rape. In Mulvey’s terms (Mulvey 2015), we 

can say that her body is not the bearer of patriarchal meaning, but a maker of meaning. ES 

inverts the gaze of the peephole to interrogate the techno-coloniality of the sadistic voyeur. Her 

artistic intervention resists the comfortable refashioning of identities or identity tourism through 

stereotyped appropriations to invoke the multiple temporalities and time lags of the colonial 

encounter as inscripted on her surveilled, raped and racialized body. Her work is, in this way, an 

“‘inappropriate’ enunciative site” from which the subaltern can speak in tongues to unravel and 

reveal the contradictions of the project of modernity (Bhabha 1990, 238, 242). 

 The censorship of sexually explicit works by female artists can once again deny women 

their bodies as spaces of representation that inscript the everyday violence of misogyny, racism 

and classism. Is it not precisely because a work is borderline that it is able to repoliticize 
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questions about the female body in its intersectional oppressions? Works such as that of ES 

propose a feminist aesthetic of oppositional ambiguity that destabilizes the violence of dominant 

structures of inequality. ES powerfully repoliticizes the female nude to question the histories of 

sexual objectification and racialization of the othered bodies of empire. Moreover, the bad 

quality of the video, its quotidian, documentary and multiangle surveillance aesthetic question 

the exclusionary aesthetics of a modernist/masculine conception of excellence in art, meaning 

high art. This in turn resonates with Richard’s analysis of a video by Chilean artist Diamela Eltit, 

where “the ‘bad image’, in contrast to the technical hypercontrol of . . . expert[s] in the visuality 

of consumption” (Richard 2015, 334), was capable of creating a different aesthetic of 

imperfections and blunders as a symbolic homage to the failures of hegemonic narrations. ES 

appropriates the bad image of the surveillance video and proposes an aesthetic of “feminine 

errata” that stands in a tense relationship with the male gaze’s fantasy of omniscient and absolute 

control over of the othered female figure. 

V-Anti-Surveillance Resistance Art  

 Some fascinating examples of anti- surveillance art include Zach Blas' Facial 

Weaponization Suite: Fag Face Communiqué (Blas 2013) and Adam Harvey's CV Dazzle (Harvey 

2011) and HyperFace Camouflage (2017) (Harvey 2017). Facial Weaponization Suite (Blas 

2013) is an artistic project that consists of masks made in community-based workshops for 

protesting against biometric facial recognition and governmentalities of the face. Each mask is 

produced by aggregating the biometric facial data of participants in a given workshop, which 

results in an amorphous “collective mask” that allows participants to simultaneously wear the faces 

of many. In fact, the masks are only a success when they fail to be recognized as faces at all by 

facial-recognition technologies (Holmes 2014). In this way, these masks in the Facial 
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Weaponization Suite have practical and utopic components: while they can function to prevent 

biometric facial detection, they are also aesthetic, experimental tools for refusals of political 

visibility and representation as well as devices for collective transformations of the face that 

generate autonomous hypervisibilities.   

 Similarly, CV Dazzle (Harvey 2011) is a type of camouflage from computer vision. It uses 

bold patterning to break apart the expected features targeted by computer vision algorithms. It 

works by altering the expected dark and light areas of a face (or object) according to the 

vulnerabilities of a specific computer vision algorithm. These designs can be created by using 

simply hair styling, makeup, and fashion accessories for any type of face.  HyperFace (Harvey 

2017) is a series of patterned textiles designed to confuse specific facial recognition algorithms 

(Dobush 2017). It is a new kind of camouflage that aims to reduce the confidence score of facial 

detection and recognition by providing false faces that distract computer vision algorithms. Using 

fashion and cosmetics, the project addresses issues of privacy, transparency, identity and 

perception.  

These artworks are at the heart of feminist debates. Historically, one of the most 

important contributions of feminism to the production of knowledge and social change has been 

the notion that the personal is political. Patriarchal structures created two separate spheres of 

symbolic action and production, namely, the public sphere reserved for men in the exercise of 

their political, economic and social power as opposed to the private sphere where women 

remained subordinated in their domestic and home-making duties of wives and mothers.  

Feminism contends that democratic values must extend beyond the public sphere to private 

spaces and in the process politicize the personal (Facio and Fries 1999; Jaramillo 2008). 
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In the context of ubiquitous computing, automated racism, surveillance capitalism and 

the related ambiguity over what constitutes private and public spaces, it would seem that all 

aspects of the personal can be commodified or surveilled in one way or another. The dilemma is 

how can women and girls inhabit spaces in ways that continue to transgress the public/private 

divide without being continually surveilled and subject to the extraction of information.  Anti-

surveillance art is a dialogue with how to make the purposeful and inadvertent information 

leakages of the body unreadable, unproprietable and undatable or how to make surveillance 

technologies malfunction.  Technology shroud art can be seen as a strategy of visual self-

encryption to create mobile “private” spaces. Thus, the question: Is the personal still as political 

in the aegis of ubiquitous computing and surveillance?  The use of these digital-proof anti-

surveillance “closets” as a form of resistance raises the question of whether the unpersonal has 

now become political, meaning the capacity to remain unreadable or intentionally to confuse 

corporate, state and other forms of data collection and surveillance.  Is the personal as political as 

the unpersonal in the age of ubiquitous computing and surveillance?  Or are the visual self-

encryption practices of the unpersonal necessary for the personal to remain politically 

transgressive and unassimilable?  Must we encrypt ourselves in our ambiguously public/private 

spaces for the personal to flourish?  The challenge is how can women and girls avoid being 

commodified and surveilled without resorting to “private spaces,” a “digital closet” or some form 

of female decorum or propriety. A regressive return to a womanhood of domestic privacy and 

invisibility would, in a sense, be parallel to reenacting the closed body of the idealized female 

figure of the male gaze as displayed through art history. Remaining visually unreadable and 

intractable, as proposed by anti-surveillance art, can be a legitimate strategy for female bodies to 

also remain leaky and unholy.  
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 The feminist dilemma is how to remain visible while remaining digitally unreadable, 

biometrically indecipherable and/or technologically misread. Actively engaging in being an 

undigitizable hieroglyph can be a form of female/queer agency that defies ubiquitous 

technologies.  As Zach Blas proposes, sexual, racial and other forms of visual encryption through 

anti-surveillance activist art can universalize queerness (Holmes 2014). By universally techno-

queering everyone, we all become suspect and the system’s functionality is unraveled.  Being 

unreadable is an act of defiance in our technologically saturated lives. In this way, anti-

surveillance artistic interventions can be considered activist technologies of incommunication.  

More importantly, I believe that the hidden or confusing body of counter-surveillance art also 

represents a resistance to the very centrality of vision in Western history and the strictures of the 

techno-coloniality of its visual culture.  

What is the difference between sexually explicit art and anti-surveillance artistic 

interventions?  If the obscene is that which is off stage, beyond the public, what is obscene now?  

That which cannot be transmuted into digital data, into an exchangeable and redistributable 

universal common denominator.  Now to be obscene is to be unreadable and to actively engage 

in misreadings.  Although part of the political struggle should definitely be to eradicate 

surveillance technologies that force us to encrypt ourselves in the first place 7 under surveillance 

capitalism, the problem runs even deeper.  The human gaze itself is a social technology of 

misinterpretations that dehumanizes, violently misreads and tropicalizes othered people, 

particularly women and their bodies, in ways that situate them as pathologized, racialized and/or 

hypersexualized.  This techno-coloniality of vision precedes surveillance technologies and 

 
7 I thank Jane Bailey for pointing out the importance of moving towards the eradication of the surveillance 
technologies in the first place rather than having to engage in self-encryption. 
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informs their imagination.   The techno-coloniality of vision, as an historically constituted form 

of violent misinterpretation of otherness, is embedded, even more disfunctionally, into 

technologies of surveillance given their profound lack of interpretive nuance.  

 Everyone is subject to interpretation within the signifying systems that mark all lives.  

The point here is not that there is a pure original body behind all its misreadings, but rather how 

to resist the techno-coloniality of the male gaze, both pre/non-digital and digital, toward activist 

misreadings of the body.  These artforms do not just speak truth to power, they also speak of the 

technical construction of truths to power.  Sexually explicit and anti-surveillance activist art are 

two strategies to engage with the techno-coloniality of the male gaze.  Whereas activist sexually 

explicit works displace the male gaze from its comfort zone, anti-surveillance artworks unravel 

the inner functionality of surveillance technologies to make the body illegible or intentionally 

misinterpreted.  Each in its own way breaks or hacks the dominant interpretive codes that 

regulate inequalities. 
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