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As a child, you pay little attention to your body until it starts to change, slowly at first, and then 
with bursts of blood and hormones coupled with paralyzing confusion and self-consciousness. 
These changes—the stuff that elevates puberty into a cultural narrative—feel both as impossible 
and as impending as the change of seasons. And then, without permission, our bodies break, age, 
or deform, losing synch with our minds—if they were ever connected to begin with.

There’s something ineffable about the body, its processes, decisions, and otherness. As much as 
we feel at home in our own skin—or at least jailed in a familiar cell—we develop thoughts and prej-
udices against our bodies as they become unwittingly coded with societal ciphers. Sometimes we 
are surprised by what our bodies do, developing cancer or breeding infection. Those of us with mon-
strous, uncooperative, or diseased bodies have become accustomed to our social othering: the pre-
conceived notions heaped upon us based on our appearance as signified by sex, class, racial, and 
other markers, no matter how our outward appearance might seem mismatched with our subjectivity. 

It goes without saying that the Caucasian male is the neutral ideal while the female is rooted in 
otherness and peculiarity. Simone de Beauvoir writes in The Second Sex that men represent both the 
positive and the neuter so much that the word hommes also means “human beings,” while “woman” 
represents negativity and “any determination is imputed to her as a limitation, without reciprocity.”1

Our collective readings of the body are reinforced from a young age, silently passed down 
through generations. The archetypes relating to sexual difference evolve at a snail’s pace, and it 
has taken us the better part of centuries to locate and dismantle them as social myths rather than 
scientific fact. De Beauvoir writes that the essentialisms attached to womanhood, Judaism, and 
blackness have faded since the time of Saint Thomas, when they were “defined with as much 
certainty as the sedative quality of a poppy.” Instead, today we consider gender to be situational, 
a performance detached from a person’s biological sex. De Beauvoir writes, “If there is no such 
thing today as femininity, it is because there never was.”2

Though gender-based essentialisms have lost footing in science, related clichés have maintained 
a strong hold on Western culture, reappearing ad nauseam in literature, music, and cinema to the 
point of becoming instructive. Cinema, with its ability to reproduce embodied behaviors, is par-
ticularity suited to routinely confer and perpetuate notions of sexual difference and gender-coded 
behavior. In her essay “Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema,” Laura Mulvey writes of the psycho-
logical experience of watching mainstream film and its soothing effect of recalling familiar arche-
types. She states that the voyeuristic distance of the body from the screen begets a psychological 
separation between the ego and the screen’s subject, which cultivates the ego’s ideal version of the 
world in a private harmony.3 In an industry where the overwhelming majority of films are directed 
by Caucasian males, this ideal worldview most often perpetuates the centrality of white male expe-
rience and casts women and people of color as auxiliary characters or sexual objects. Should one 
need any proof that the centrality of the white male is a crisis in mainstream filmmaking, look no fur-
ther than the Oscars: in 2015 and 2016, not a single actor of color was nominated by the Academy. 
Further, nearly half of all movies made in 2014 didn’t pass the Bechdel test, which simply requires 
that a film have at least two women in it who talk to each other about something other than a man.4 

As women have historically been excluded from self-representation in all forms of culture, writ-
ing realistic portrayals of feminine (or differently gendered, nonmale) experience is a political act. 
In Laugh of the Medusa (1976), Hélène Cixous writes that “Woman must write her self: must write 
about women and bring women to writing, from which they have been driven away as violently as 
from their bodies—for the same reasons, by the same law, with the same fatal goal. Woman must 
put herself into the text—as into the world and into history—by her own movement.”5 The imperative 
to write woman into existence by literature, song, or art has since become a feminist mandate. The 
artists discussed below—Valie Export, Lynn Hershman Leeson, Hito Steyerl, Andrea Crespo, Dora 
Budor, and Ivana Bašić—all consider the public display of embodied differences as a political act.

In 1969, the Austrian artist Valie Export walked into a Munich art-house cinema wearing pants with 
the crotch cut out, revealing her hairy vagina. A mostly male group of experimental filmmakers 
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systems—she bears a heat-resistant adhesive shield 
and filters air via pores.

In Breathing Machine II (1968; fig. 2), a wax face 
donning a wig is encased in a motion-sensitive vitrine, 
which emanates breathing sounds as viewers pass 
by. Butterflies and feathers adorn the mummified face 
as if in a funeral rite for a barely alive organism. The 
animals in this work are meant to reference the trans-
mutation of species—an evolutionary theory predat-
ing Charles Darwin’s natural selection that supposed 
one species could transform into another. Eighteenth-
century evolutionary theory did much to suggest that 
Caucasian men are quantifiably superior to others, 
with women, people of color, and the disabled being 
evolutionally closest to animals. Writes Rosi Braidotti, “Linnaeus, in his classification system of all 
living beings, assumes a hierarchical relationship between the races, which was to become cen-
tral to the European world-view. Thus, in the tenth edition of his Systema naturae (1759), Linnaeus 
postulates a race called homo monstrous, which is one of the branches of homo sapiens, living in 
remote regions of the earth.”9Against this backdrop, Hershman Leeson’s Breathing Machines act 
as mutant beings that breathe themselves into existence as a radical act.

Hito Steyerl’s 2015 video Factory of the Sun updates cyborg theory to address more contem-
porary concerns—namely, omnipresent surveillance and the debt economy. The video features 
protagonist Yulia, a video game designer, and her brother, the Internet dance sensation TSC, 
or “takesomecrime,” in a game-ified, half-CGI world haunted by high-frequency trading algo-
rithms (fig. 3). The title is a direct reference to a line in Haraway’s “Cyborg Manifesto,” “Our best 
machines are made of sunshine.” Factory of the Sun begins with Steyerl’s voice repeating the 
mantra-like statement, “Our machines are made of pure sunlight . . . sunshine is our factory . . . all 
photos are created equal.” The video cuts to Yulia, who is wearing a gold catsuit and says, “Hello, 
my name is Yulia. I am coding a game called Factory of the Sun. But you will not be able to play 
this game. It will play you.”

The video focuses primarily on Yulia and TSC’s biography growing up as orphans after their 
other family members are murdered at the Soviet-Chinese border as enemies of Stalinism. From 
early childhood, Yulia and TSC are raised in an orphanage called “Orphans of the Enemy,” later 
moving to Israel and then Canada. And yet, true to Steyerl’s maverick video practice, Factory of 
the Sun positions Yulia and TSC’s exceedingly specific background into a universally relatable 
story through the blending of various leitmotifs and filmmaking genres. Steyerl weaves together 
interviews, science-fiction fantasy game animation, and a metadocumentary of the filmmaking 
process to create a nonlinear narrative about these two remarkable siblings, who in adulthood 
now live in an environment marked by the debt economy. The real-life, high-frequency, liquid-
ity-seeking trading algorithms Sniper (Credit Suisse) and Stealth SuperX Plus (Deutsche Bank) 
pop up in Steyerl’s video in a game environment as disembodied Stalin heads that attempt to 

shoot you. The ideas of death and transfor-
mation through trauma are major threads 
in Steyerl’s work, and are usually por-
trayed as a joyful process. Haraway writes, 
“By the late twentieth century, our time, a 
mythic time, we are all chimeras, theorized 
and fabricated hybrids of machine and 
organism. In short, we are cyborgs.”10

In recent years, Steyerl’s videos have 
taken form as installations that span entire 

was showing its work, and as the audience 
was seated it was confronted with the “real-
ity” of Export’s genitalia. Titled Action Pants: 
Genital Panic, this performance juxtaposed an 
actual vagina as a symbol of womanhood with 
the cinema as a public space that confers and 
perpetuates the idealization of the female body 
through the imagination of men. Similarly, in 
Tap and Touch Cinema (1968), a topless Export 
wore a cardboard box in Munich’s Stachus 
public square, where she invited the public to 
touch her breasts. Like Export’s revealing of her 

vagina in Action Pants, the tactile experience of the female body was meant to act as an antidote 
to the male voyeuristic fantasy in cinema.

In her Körperkonfigurationen (Body Configurations) of 1972–76, Export inserted herself into the 
skeleton of the city, rather than the cinema, lying on the ground, coiling her body around Munich’s 
public architecture. In the photograph Abrundung (Rounding Off) (1976; fig. 1), Export lies on 
her side, arms outstretched, and curls herself around a curb. Drawn on the photograph are lines 
emanating from a nearby lamppost connecting to points on her fingertips to toes, suggesting a 
dissolving of figure and architecture. Using her own body to flatten public and cinematic space, 
Export suggests that these are sites in which female self-identification is a charged, perhaps 
impossible, act. In the repressive climate of postwar Munich and Vienna, Export’s feminist works 
examined the agency of women in the public sphere as well as the role of a largely misogynist 
cultural imaginary in public and private life. 

Export’s works expand on cinema’s relationship to male fantasy, voyeurism, and the popular 
representation of women and point to the reality of the body to deflate these projections. This 
was an important task for second-wave feminism, and one that set up the subsequent query: 
What if I don’t want to identify as female at all? How can I emancipate myself from the so-called 
“natural” origins and limitations of my body? From the 1960s onward, the cyborg has become a 
central cultural allegory through which to understand the body in a society increasingly marked by 
advancements in info- and biotechnology. 

The term cyborg was coined in 1960 by scientists Manfred E. Clynes and Nathan S. Kline 
as space exploration was becoming a reality. They proposed the term to describe “the exoge-
nously extended organizational complex functioning as an integrated homeostatic system uncon-
sciously.”6 In 1983, Donna Haraway published her essay “Cyborg Manifesto,” in which she writes, 
“Our best machines are made of sunshine; they are all light and clean because they are nothing 
but signals, electromagnetic waves, a section of a spectrum, and these machines are eminently 
portable, mobile — a matter of immense human pain in Detroit and Singapore. People are nowhere 
near so fluid, being both material and opaque. Cyborgs are ether, quintessence.”7 In Haraway’s 
conceptualization, the body is not immaterial or dematerialized, but actually fully materialized in 
the form of lines and fiber optics.

New media art pioneer Lynn Hershman Leeson was already thinking about cyborgs and the 
burgeoning biotechnology industry in the mid-1960s, a few years after the term was coined. In the 
early part of the decade, Hershman was experiencing breathing difficulties due to a heart ailment, 
and she looked to the cyborg as an evolutionary potentiality. She was living in Los Angeles, where 
smog was an ever-present issue, and she “focused on breathing because that was all I could do.”8 
In 1963, Hershman was photocopying an image of a woman when the paper caught in the Xerox 
machine’s internal mechanisms and the woman’s image spat out as a “crumpled smear of tech-
nology.” This prompted her series of cyborg drawings that envision women as invincible creatures 
cobbled together from flesh and technological bits. Smog Protector (1970) combines a drawing 
of a woman in a bathing suit and cap with diagrams relating to various cyborgian air-filtration 

1. Valie Export, 
Abrundung (Rounding 

Off), 1976. Gelatin silver 
print, 8 x 10 in. (20.3 x 

25.4 cm)

2. Lynn Hershman 
Leeson, Breathing 
Machine II, 1968. 
Wax face, wig, paint, 
butterflies, feathers, 
sensors, sound, wood 
base, and acrylic hood, 13 
x 16 1⁄2 x 16 1⁄2 in. (33.02 x 
41.91 x 41.91 cm)

3. Still from Hito Steyerl’s 
Factory of the Sun, 2015. 

Video, color, sound; 22:56 
min., looped; with light 

grid environment and 
patio furniture
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drawings of conjoined twins as well as a series 
of words that appear on the screen: “Wandering 
. . . mirroring . . . dissolving . . . breathing . . 
. encoding . . . you are flowing . . . return . . 
. you are emanating . . . softly emanating . . . 
you are never alone . . . you are a signal.” The 
idea of being a signal is one that harkens again 
to Haraway’s “Cyborg Manifesto.” In an under-
stated narrative arc, the video’s subject—or 
perhaps multiple subjects—finds itself newly at 
home in itself, segmented. “Wandering . . . you 
are splitting . . . forgetting . . . replicating . . . 
duplicating . . . you are a signal . . . never alone . . . always together.” 

The work of both Crespo and Haraway contains a clear call for a sort of ethereal solidarity. 
For Haraway, the cyborg emancipates the body from its natural origins—it is a death knell to 
sex-positive “goddess feminism” and suggests, not a worshiping of traits traditionally considered 
female, but rather a total reconsideration of the body, its definition and peripheries. For Crespo, 
the massive population that inhabits online communities such as DeviantArt proves that that the 
preexisting modes for expressing alternative, teratological subjectivity are insufficient. Given that 
teratological bodies are still the subject of such disdain, one could argue that it took the Internet 
to provide a meeting place for those who identify with inhabiting such bodies.

Artist Dora Budor examines fantastical disembodied teratology—black ooze, warty skin, disin-
tegrating bodies—as ideological connotations at play in the aesthetics and production of popular 
science fiction, particularly as a responsive anxiety to the earth’s rapidly changing climate. Rather 
than working through film, Budor takes real props from popular science-fiction movies, often 
found on collectibles websites, and melds them into sculpture for the striking bodily reaction these 
images beget. 

Spring, her 2015 exhibition at Swiss Institute in New York, was installed in the basement boiler 
room—the metaphorical circulatory system or spine of the building. Budor designed metal-pipe 
structures that look like hybrids of heating units and biological circulatory systems to engulf props 
that are architectural miniatures from movies of the 1990s (fig. 5). These included a garage into 
which Bruce Willis drove a flying car in The Fifth Element (1997), a Gotham City rooftop from 
Batman Returns (1992), and two living containers from Johnny Mnemonic (1995). That these props 
are all pre-Y2K mean that the vision of the future imbued in them—our present—involves wide-
spread environmental ruin and decay, some of which has come true. They are instilled with a 
fake age—the futuristic era they are meant to inhabit—but also with a real age, meaning when 
they were fabricated. Miniatures have lost favor with special effects artists as CGI has become 
increasingly less expensive and more realistic, so that these objects have a vintage quality to 
contemporary viewers. Due to their miniature scale, viewers can also easily imagine themselves 
inside these scenes.

Covering the walls and floor of the Swiss Institute was a black varnish goo, which Budor envi-
sioned as an engulfing, infectious life form—a rogue version out of which humans grew in the 
primordial earth. The menacing black goo is a well-worn cinematic trope—see Prometheus (2012) 
or Under the Skin (2013)—that has now become a reality; due to virulent bacteria growth catalyzed 
by global warming, ancient Chilean mummies are now decomposing into black goo, blending 
cinematic fiction with reality. 

Budor’s installation in the Whitney Museum’s Dreamlands exhibition functions as a bioreactive 
organism that responds, via fluctuations in light, to human movement. Its ceiling features frogs 
from Paul Thomas Anderson’s 1999 movie Magnolia that are cast in resin in such a way that it 
appears that they are falling into the beds of a fluorescent light fixture (pp. XX–XX). The frog as 
cultural allegory is both biblical, as in the story of the plagues of Egypt in the book of Exodus, and 

rooms, often with custom seating and architectural components. For the German Pavilion at the 
2015 Venice Biennale, Factory of the Sun was installed as an environment marked by a lumines-
cent grid recalling an early vector-monitor / CGI-surface grid dotted with beach chairs (pp. XX–
XX). In this constellation, the viewer’s body is fully immersed in the installation; Steyerl’s dystopic 
world ruled by chimeric algorithms extends from the screen to meet the viewer. It imbricates us in 
associations that are in one sense fantastical, and in another, all too real.

For artists born in the 1980s and 1990s, the cyborg is a legendary cultural allegory pioneered 
by mid-to-late-twentieth-century second-wave feminists. The historical contributions of these 
women artists are both lauded and seen as deeply flawed: too much heed was paid to the white, 
cisgendered, conventionally attractive and able female body. We now understand that the exclu-
sive visibility of these “normative” bodies alienates others, and even serves patriarchal ends. 
Artists and other creative producers can still resuscitate the cultural image of the cyborg, with its 
concomitant associations, to include an element of twentieth-century nostalgia in their work. In 
a younger generation, however, we can detect a collective interest in bodies that are traditionally 
othered: transgendered, nonwhite, fat, ugly, needy, deformed, and monstrous bodies. 

Deformed bodies, in particular, provoke unbridled curiosity in most people. Braidotti writes that 
the fascination and disdain with which teratological deformities (those formed in the womb) have 
been met stem from an intense desire to understand their causes lest such things happen to one’s 
own kin. This epistemophilia (love of knowing) arises from a historical and deep-seated mistrust 
in women’s ability to procreate, as the mother is often blamed for prenatal deformities. Thus, the 
idea of the monstrous body is particularly tied to womanhood because “the child’s entire morpho-
logical destiny is played out during conception and the period of gestation.”11

While the cyborg bears more recent and specific emancipatory cultural associations, the mon-
strous body is a much older negative archetype that recurs in freak shows and in film, particularly 
anime and science fiction, and has only recently been considered an empowering allegory. Andrea 
Crespo’s parabiosis videos focus on communities that congregate on user-generated art websites 
such as DeviantArt to draw characters that are conjoined or have multiple appendages. DeviantArt 
largely hosts amateur anime drawings, a genre that is fascinated with teratological and biologi-
cal transformations—usually into something monstrous or abject. Crespo centers her attention 
on this community because it represents a seldom-understood subjectivity: many of the artists 
who create twinned or conjoined characters on DeviantArt are either physically disabled or have 
mental health disorders such as autism or dissociative personality disorder, or simply feel disen-
franchised. Members’ fascination sometimes goes beyond drawing and into a morbid obsession 
with the idea of becoming a conjoined twin, or with fetishizing actual conjoined twins. Others 
develop a pornographic interest in amputees or those with teratological bodies. Some become 
so obsessed with achieving physical deformity that they maim or blind themselves—a condition 
known as disintegrity disorder. For others, the fascination with deformed bodies has a more a 
spiritual motivation separate from disintegrity disorder.

Crespo’s video parabiosis: neurolibidinal induction complex 2.2 (2015; fig. 4 and pp. XX–XX) 
opens with a black background punctuated by lines of light. A scanner bar slowly pulls across the 
screen, as if marking one’s entrance to a portal, while an ambient soundtrack squeaks and drones. 

Paced by the hypnotic, luminescent scan-
ner bar, the monochromatic video bears 
both a clinical and science-fiction feel. A 
puzzle piece breaks off from its set as the 
scanner bar again wipes the scene clear 
and starts anew, as if denoting a hyp-
notic, ritualistic entrance into DeviantArt. 
Graphs representing cellular processes 
and psychological disorders fade in and 
out, interspersed with tracings of manga 

4. Still from Andrea 
Crespo’s parabiosis: 

neurolibidinal induction 
complex 2.2, 2015. Video, 

color, sound; 11:12 min.

5. Dora Budor, What 
Kind of a Person Does 
This, 2015. Screen-used 
miniature living container 
from Johnny Mnemonic 
(1995), steel armature, 
epoxy clay, infected 
silicone prosthetics, 
acrylic polymer with 
pigment suspension, 
SFX paint, weathering 
paint, and assorted metal 
hardware, 45 5⁄8 x 37 3⁄4 
x 21 1⁄4 in. (116 x 96 x 
54 cm)
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contemporary, as it has become a widespread symbol 
of ecological frailty. Underlying the visions of the future 
in the films from which Budor borrows is a paranoia that 
should we not curtail our prodigal consumption, we are 
doomed to an ecological dystopia. Budor takes the onto-
logical shock we experience from fantastical teratology—
humans turning into giant flies and the like—and removes 
it from the realm of social rejection, repurposing it as a 
parable for the increasingly disfigured earth.

Looking back to the body proper, the work of Ivana 
Bašić envisions the body as a monstrous, ineffable con-
tainer at odds with the mind. Skin is sloughed off in sheets 
of blushing silicone, draped around makeshift bones, 
stuffed with feathers or pierced and propped up on tita-
nium stilts. Bašić’s work draws from her experiences as 
a child growing up in war-torn former Yugoslavia, where 

death was an imminent reality, and perhaps distinct from a specifically feminist mission, speaks 
to the universality of feeling entombed in one’s own flesh. She depicts the body in a state of pain 
or dying, yet with no blood except for contusions inflicted from the inside. All suffering is internal-
ized, kept in the inescapable hermetic space delineated by our skin. Though the forms invoked by 
Bašić are at times otherworldly, her work responds to the fallacy of the singular, whole body, and 
its consequent otherness.

Bašić often creates metal armatures to act as crutches for her works, though they wound as 
much as they support. In World is all of one skin (2014) satin pillows printed with images of the 
artist’s skin are pinned against a wall by titanium-coated stainless steel rods. The pillows are 
both impaled and supported by the titanium rods, which reference sterile medical bone implants. 
Fantasy vanishes in flesh (2015; fig. 6) consists of three silicone-coated body pillows hand-painted 
in trompe l’oeil to appear as contused, varicose skin. The body-pillows are arranged to describe a 
death scene, as one is curled into fetal position, while the others look on in mourning. Bašić psy-
chically animates her works, speaking as if they were sentient entities that she brings to life and 
nurtures. “In all of my work I create these armatures to prop up these sick, dying bodies,” she said 
in a recent studio visit. These works manifest a pathetic body, one in which pain and suffering are 
not hidden but foregrounded.

SOMA, an ongoing digital work begun in 2013, is an exhaustive, state-of-the-art 3D model of 
the artist’s entire body using high-definition images (p. XX). The model, sold through an online 
store, is film- and animation-ready and could even be used in 3D pornography, should the pur-
chaser desire. Bašić saw creating an exact, realistic replica of herself as a way of being freed from 
her own body, appearance, and mortality, as well as a way toward anonymity and multiplicity. 
The idea that there is a oneness between the mind and body is a fallacy to Bašić. Rather than 
fearing a technology-driven collapse of privacy, Bašić chose the opposite—to become a multiple 
fully embedded in public space. If traditional film and cinema have historically chained female and 
othered bodies to their limiting, conventional representations, the Internet has given back some 
control to individuals seeking self-representation. 

While repressive scientific notions such as eugenics and Linneaus’s homo monstrous have 
become a thing of the past, their societal effects live on. Across decades and cultural and tech-
nological conditions, the artists presented here highlight embodied differences as a political act 
in solidarity with other monstrous bodies—disabled bodies, nonsexual women’s bodies, black 
bodies, and transgender bodies, all of which are still marginalized by popular culture. Perhaps 
through writing them into existence, as a form of cultural exposure therapy, they will become not 
monstrous, but just bodies.

6. Ivana Bašić, Fantasy 
vanishes in flesh III, 2015. 

Feathers, cotton, stainless 
steel, and silicone, 16 7⁄8 

x 19 5⁄8 x 19 5⁄8 in. (43 x 50 
x 50 cm)


