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Introduction

Catha Paquette, Karen Kleinfelder,  
and Christopher Miles

For many, the words “art censorship” suggest a simple binary transaction: one person creates 
a work of art, and another prevents it from being viewed. Censorship, however, is generally 
one aspect of complex processes involving creation, erasure, and reemergence.

Morehshin Allahyari’s Lamassu (2015–16) invites contemplation of the dynamics of 
such processes (Plate 24). The work, part of the artist’s series Material Speculation: ISIS, 
is a 3D-printed plastic six-inch-high miniature of a ninth-century BCE Assyrian stone 
sculpture in Iraq.1 Depicted as bearded deities with wings and bodies of bulls or lions, 
Lamassu functioned as protectors of royalty in Assyrian times, continued to serve religious 
and sociopolitical purposes in later Mesopotamian cultures, are valued today as integral to 
regional memory and identity, and are globally important given Mesopotamia’s role in the 
development of civic art and architecture and Iraq’s rich history and heritage. While the 
Lamassu and eleven other ancient artifacts Allahyari replicates in Material Speculation: ISIS 
were destroyed in 2015 by the Islamic State of Iraq and Syria (ISIS), other cultural objects 
have been suppressed through various processes: damage and destruction due to ancient 
efforts to stifle perceived power; demise of Mesopotamian texts; inadequate nineteenth- and 
twentieth-century academic historical narration; discontinuous archaeological excavation; 
and neglect, ruination, looting, and foreign displacement following invasions, sanctions, civil 
wars, and sectarian violence.2 Material Speculation counters suppression through a digital 
3D modeled/reconstructed/fabricated form with embedded storage media safeguarding 
specifications, maps, provenance data, and still and moving images. The object’s compelling 
details, portable size, and implanted information attest to Allahyari’s strategy to ensure 
visibility and indispensability.

The forces Allahyari calls attention to are clearly not binary. They are exemplary of complex, 
ongoing processes. In and Out of View: Art and the Dynamics of Circulation, Suppression, 
and Censorship, a collection of writings on artistic propositions and individual/institutional 
reception from the mid-twentieth century to the present, invites us to consider the dynamics 
inherent in such cycles. Contributors illustrate that artwork deemed insignificant, divergent, 
disruptive, offensive, obscene, sacrilegious, or threatening can be subject to varying levels 
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of accessibility and (mis)understanding. They make evident the range of factors effecting 
visibility, invisibility, and problematic visibility: varied actions of artists, museums, critics, 
historians, educational institutions, governments, and nongovernmental entities, as well as 
the alternatingly additive and subtractive nature of interpretative processes.

Lingering Issues

Individuals in many professions and academic disciplines have previously investigated 
processes of circulation and suppression. Their subjects of focus are remarkably varied, and, 
importantly, many of the questions they pose remain at issue.

The Question of Culture War(s)
Much US literature on art censorship focuses on 1980s and 1990s controversies over 
contemporary art dealing with gender, sexuality, eroticism, homophobia, sexism, race/
racism, religion, and the AIDS crisis. Prominent examples include debates over Robert 
Mapplethorpe’s X and Z Portfolios (1978 and 1981), Andre Serrano’s Piss Christ (1987), 
and the 1990 rescinding of National Endowment of the Arts (NEA) grants to Karen Finley, 
John Fleck, Holly Hughes, and Tim Miller.3

James Davison Hunter argues that the “historically pivotal” conflicts underlying the 
culture wars were divergent views regarding moral values stemming from “polarizing 
impulses” toward “orthodoxy” and “progressivism.” While conservatives and progressives 
advocated differing conventions and standards, each urged governmental restrictions—the 
former to crack down on obscenity and the latter to preempt demeaning speech against 
racial minorities, gays, and women. “Both sides,” he surmises, “make a big mistake when 
they confuse censuring (the legitimate mobilization of moral opprobrium) with censoring 
(the use of the state and other legal or official means to restrict speech).” Hunter locates 
the “problem” of “moral pluralism and its expansion” in “competing interest groups” with 
diverse notions of the “public good,” “public justice,” and “national identity and purpose” 
struggling for power. Such competition threatens the nation’s commitment to the dual values 
of diversity and unity and, by extension, democracy.4 Michael Kammen, who suggests 
increasing “democratization” of culture and “politicization of art” led to individual and 
institutional “imperatives” to “shock,” emphatically asserts that changing views concerning 
aesthetics and “American” values will “invariably meet with resistance.”5

Richard Bolton, who views the NEA controversy as a “battle for power” between 
“cultural” and “conservative” elites who “spoke for” but had little “connection to” the “larger 
public,” proposes that solutions lie with the NEA: funding for “new educational approaches 
to controversial subjects,” strengthening of community relationships, and support for work 
addressing changing social conditions.6

Dustin Kidd underscores the impact of period debates, including reductions in NEA 
funding and defunding of programs addressing “issues of power,” as well as the stakes: the 
“notion of the sacred”; the “sacredness of art”; ideas about national, racial, class, gender, and 
sexual identities; and “life itself,” given the AIDS crisis.7 But he challenges the very notion of 
a “culture war,” particularly the idea that controversies stem from “deeply held ideological or 
moral attachments.” Kidd suggests conflict is a matter of public discourse, which can effect 
changes in “attachments” and “shared language.”8

Jennifer Doyle contends “the culture wars … produced an ocean of hard feelings in their 
wake (artists who feel abandoned, curators who feel betrayed, museum directors who fear 
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and notions of success, selecting effective media for expression and communication, testing 
speech limits, giving voice to others, and “caring” more than “knowing.”

Contributors to Part V, Contested Objects and Meanings: (Re)Presenting Cultural Heritage, 
reflect on consequences of art theft, displacement, and destruction, as well as benefits of 
reparative, remunerative, and creative actions.

Craig Stone explains that as an academic he has two stories to tell, one as a professor in an 
art department, the other as a professor in American Indian Studies. In telling the latter story, 
he brings into view the sizeable native community in Southern California, the continuing 
significance of the sacredness of Puvungna land on which California State University Long 
Beach was constructed, and acts of creative expression through which natives sustain their 
cultures. Stone, who speaks of the devastating impact of state genocide in the past and 
cultural genocide in the present, emphasizes the importance of American Indian Studies 
and, more generally, ethnic studies. He argues that it is crucial to analyze how and why 
institutions display native culture and whose power they reinforce, eliminate problematic 
signifiers such as mascots, acknowledge the significance of native lands and culture, and 
counter the pervasive nature of oppressive knowledge frameworks.

Sylvester Okwunodu Ogbechie draws attention to confrontations between African publics 
and Western museums housing African art and artifacts and controlling digital images and 
copyrights. He highlights the censoring effects of geographic displacement: European universal 
museums prevent artists in Africa from “engaging their ancestral heritage,” present African 
culture via Western structural orders and norms, and force African artists to conform. Given 
their ordering of non-Western cultures, canonical museums represent less the art of Africa than 
European ideas about it. However, as repositories of imperialist global plunder, they now face 
questions about their roles and possessions. African nations increasingly demand repatriation 
and restitution. Ogbechie, who maintains that repatriation and restitution counteract distortion 
and erasure of cultural history and heritage, contemplates the implications of French president 
Emmanuel Macron’s 2017 endorsement of repatriation, the 2018 Sarr-Savoy report, and 
completion of the Museum of Black Civilizations in Dakar, Senegal.

Artist Brittany Ransom engages in conversation with artist/activist Morehshin Allahyari, 
who through video, digital fabrication, 3D modeling/printing, and data sharing challenges 
censorship. Topics include how and why censorship became important to Allahyari, as well 
as the forms censorship takes. Allahyari, who notes that suppression occurs in both her native 
Iran and the United States, where she currently resides, sees censorship and self-censorship 
as pervasive dilemmas. She highlights the potentially radical role of 3D technology, which 
extends the visibility of destroyed artifacts. Ransom and Allahyari consider the oppositional 
potential of #Additivism, an additivist/activist movement initiated by Allahyari and Daniel 
Rourke that exploits processes of “destruction and construction, interruption and rebuilding.” 
Additivism, Allahyari suggests, provides the means to counter “the very powers” of those 
“that oppress” by way of their “strategies and languages and aesthetics.”

In Part VI, Matters of Race: Campus (Un)Learning, multiple voices speak to issues at 
stake regarding artistic expression and suppression. Concerns parallel those of diverse 
constituencies within educational and scholarly institutions striving to adapt in appropriate 
ways to shifting contexts and uphold varied—and often conflicting—ideals and values.

In September 2015 Ashley Powell, an MFA student at the University of Buffalo, placed 
“WHITE ONLY” and “BLACK ONLY” signs in various campus locations, sparking 
controversy. In a statement published in the campus newspaper, Powell explains the context in 
which she acted—a class on artistic interventions in urban space—and her motivations. Her art 
practice is a “remnant” of and an “antidote” for the “self-hate, trauma, pain, and indignation” 
she experiences as a nonwhite person, which are “exacerbate[d]” by “white privilege and 
compliance.” Powell highlights other artists’ efforts to deal with difficult experiences, including 
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those of Kara Walker: “Subtlety hurt us, but that hurt was necessary to call us to action.” In 
an April 2016 letter Kara Walker responds to Powell in supportive yet sobering terms. Powell, 
reflecting in 2019 on her experience and Walker’s observations, defends activist provocation 
as necessary in a world rife with passive compliance and reactionary censorship.

“Presenting/Canceling N*gger Wetb*ack Ch*nk: Creative Expression, Speech Rights, 
and Pedagogy” features diverse perspectives on the 2016 cancellation of a performance 
by Speak Theatre Arts titled N*gger Wetb*ck Ch*nk (asterisks inserted by the creators) at 
the Carpenter Performing Arts Center (CPAC) at California State University Long Beach 
(CSULB). The show, which incorporates provocative language and references to stereotypes, 
had run at CPAC a year earlier with the endorsement of the university president, some 
academic participation, and utilization of campus promotional channels. As the scheduled 
and advertised 2016 performance neared, however, the dynamics shifted. Amid circumstances 
that remain contested, “cancellation of this return performance was determined” and 
resignation of the CPAC executive director followed. In published statements and comments 
solicited by the editors, participants and observers on and off campus individually revisit 
facts and effects, collectively revealing but not resolving the complexity of the situation. They 
offer  varied views concerning harmful speech, freedom of artistic expression, student needs, 
academic freedom, and administrative oversight of programming.

“American Monument 25/2018: Students Respond” focuses on circumstances surrounding 
CSULB’s 2018 dismissal of University Art Museum director Kimberli Meyer and artist lauren 
woods’s subsequent pausing of American Monument, a project investigating police violence 
against African Americans. While the Bibliography points readers to various individual and 
organizational declarations, two pronouncements by students are published in full. Arguably 
the most important of campus constituencies, students are rarely given voice in academic 
texts addressing issues impacting them. In a document written during the crisis by CSULB 
School of Art Concerned Students of Color and Allies, students express dismay and anger 
over the director’s untimely firing, calling it a “direct affront to the work and the content” 
and an “act” of “institutional violence.” In an essay written several months later, art history 
graduate student Andrea A. Guerrero describes the controversy’s mixed consequences and 
raises pressing questions: What will result from this crucial work? Who will make change 
happen?

The anthology concludes with Afterwords, a conversation between Svetlana Mintcheva 
and Laura Raicovich about shifts in discourse on censorship. Mintcheva notes that while 
concerns during the 1980s and 1990s culture wars focused largely on reductions in 
government funding, and she herself viewed censorship as “systemic,” she fears the term 
today is applied too liberally. Raicovich laments the structural inequities and complex 
dynamics continually at play in governmental institutions, museums, and universities. 
Mintcheva and Raicovich go on to exchange views on institutional gatekeeping, means of 
achieving diversity and inclusion, productive programming strategies, and the benefits and 
risks of boycotts. While they agree protests are valuable and necessary, they disagree on 
institutional neutrality—should museums openly express their positions on current issues or 
simply enable others to do so? Noting free speech and social justice are often construed in 
“false opposition,” they call for “productive disagreements.” Controversies, they maintain, 
present opportunities to hold “difficult conversations.”

Transitioning Thoughts
Investigations since the 1960s of issues relating to speech rights and visibility—culture wars, 
knowledge practices, museum acquisition and display, entanglements of artistic production/
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representation in sociopolitico-economic systems and structures, the global turn in art historical 
narration, and protected expression in academia—have generally been undertaken in full 
awareness of, direct response to, and solidarity with civil rights movements, including those 
of Asian American, Black American, Chicanx/Latinx, feminist, LGBTQ, and Native American 
activists. As this book goes into production—a time of political divisiveness, global pandemic, 
insurrections, pervasive economic crises, heightened attacks on democracy, increasingly visible 
police/military/paramilitary violence, awareness of racial inequity and oppression, as well as 
globally articulated demands for social justice—the need for close analysis and substantive 
deliberation is especially pressing. Given these unrelenting pressures, investigations of complex 
frictions and potentially productive discord seem all the more imperative.

A major premise behind this anthology has been that close assessment of the relative 
impact of suppressive phenomena is necessary—the consequences of censure, overt censorship 
by public and private institutions, and invisibility and problematic visibility effected by 
knowledge practices. Contributors have offered varied views on how and why such pressures 
are impactful: what their determinants, ramifications, and broader implications are, and, 
ultimately, what is at stake. They bring to light variations in historical circumstances, 
representational strategies, and mechanisms of visibility, distortion, and erasure. Parallels and 
differences among kinds of power—regulatory and constituent censorship—are not flattened 
here, but fleshed out for nuanced consideration. In adopting then-versus-now frameworks 
and considering the interrelation between past and present, contributors have generally 
concluded that “then” is by no means over “now.” The past, they propose, continues to 
be used to shape present understandings. Also, they make clear that controversial forms of 
creative expression are caught up in multiple instances of contextualization, interpretation, 
and evaluation. Arenas of debate are complex matrices in which discursive issues ebb and 
flow, intersect and disconnect. Processes through which works of art move into and out of 
view are kept in play by diverse constituencies—individuals, social groups, and institutions 
with distinct needs, motivations, and interests. Along the way, social needs, moral imperatives, 
political priorities, economic interests, individual aims, and institutional missions cohere 
and conflict. Art is rendered visible and invisible in productive and counterproductive ways. 
Authors confirm that the dynamics of dissemination, distraction, displacement, restriction, 
intervention, and resistance are fluid and complex.

With this unavoidably incomplete collection of concerns, and our contributors’ diverse 
analytical priorities and approaches, much comes into view: many art worlds, practitioners, 
conflicts, coalitions, contexts, and narratives, as well as the undeniable and indispensable 
benefits of creative production, critical thinking, and debate.

Notes

1 For information concerning Material Speculation: ISIS, see Alexis Anais Avedisian and Anna 
Khachiyan, “On Material Speculation,” Morehshin Allahyari: Material Speculation (Toronto: 
Trinity Square Video, 2016), www.morehshin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/morehshin_
allahyari-material_speculation_isis_brochure-1.pdf.

2 The significance of both regional cultural heritage and the looting and destruction following the 
2003 invasion of Iraq by a US-led coalition is addressed by Zainab Bahrani, Harriett Crawford, 
Robin Greeley, and John Malcolm Russell in Art Journal 62, no. 4 (Winter 2003): 6–29.

3 In 1990, after Congress authorized NEA funding with the stipulation that the NEA uphold 
“general standards of decency and respect for the diverse beliefs and values of the American 
people,” the NEA revoked the four artists’ awards, which had been recommended by an NEA 
review panel. The artists filed a lawsuit against the NEA for violating their First Amendment 

http://www.morehshin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/morehshin_allahyari-material_speculation_isis_brochure-1.pdf
http://www.morehshin.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/03/morehshin_allahyari-material_speculation_isis_brochure-1.pdf


The following discussion between Brooklyn-based Iranian media artist, activist, and educator 
Morehshin Allahyari and Brittany Ransom, an associate professor of sculpture and new genres 
and the associate director of the School of Art at California State University Long Beach, took 
place as an email exchange between November 2017 and February 2018. Questions that arise 
in this discussion concern how and why censorship became important to Allahyari, censorship’s 
many forms and proliferation, and the means by which she has rematerialized ancient Middle 
Eastern artifacts via digital technologies. Ransom and Allahyari call attention to the oppositional 
potential inherent in #Additivism, an additivist/activist movement that exploits the processes of 
destruction and reconstruction to not only pose difficult questions but also to counter “the very 
powers” of those “that oppress” by way of their “strategies and languages and aesthetics.”

Ransom: Your work addresses the dynamics through which visual culture moves in and out 
of site, functioning in the real world and the virtual, with information shifting between the 
physically tangible and the digitally manipulatable, and with the concepts and resulting 
works (objects/publications) of your practice addressing various types of circulation 
and suppression. Your work exploits issues of both erasure and re-creation. Why is that 
important to you as an artist/activist?

Allahyari: This is a very beautiful way to describe the binaries and gray areas my work exists 
in. I think it’s also exactly why I have been interested in technology as a tool set that allows 
for moving between and in and out of these spaces. I’ve been looking for ways my work as 
an artist can be both practical and conceptual, and exist back and forth in the virtual and 
digital. For example, so much of my fascination with 3D printing in some of my earlier 
work was its potential as a technology to bring an object existing in digital 3D space into 
a physical 3D object—layer by layer, in real life. Watching the process of the 3D printer 
for the first time was magical and also allowed for the opening of new trajectories in my 
work. The same thing is true in terms of how I imagine concepts of art, poetics, activism, 
and my practice coming together.
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A number of my recent projects created in the last decade focus on these ideas in ways 
that are not dry or direct. I have been considering how to make politically related work 
that is not cheesy or boring. Numerous times I have said that being born and raised in 
a country like Iran, as artists, we never felt like we had the privilege of making work 
that is not political and critical. I always have felt a very strong connection as an artist 
to the world beyond the artwork and its problems—to the political, social, and cultural 
conditional struggles we have. How can I live in the America of Trump as a woman 
of color and an immigrant from Iran and not constantly have my head occupied by 
everything that this current political climate means and how it affects me and my people? 
I want to take this opportunity to share some of Nina Simone’s statements about art 
activism, which are among my favorites on the subject:

An artist’s duty, as far as I’m concerned, is to reflect the times. I think that is true of 
painters, sculptors, poets, and musicians. As far as I’m concerned, it’s their choice, but I 
choose to reflect the times and situations in which I find myself. To me, that is my duty. 
This is a crucial time in our lives, when everything is so desperate, when every day is a 
matter of survival, I don’t think you can help but be involved.1

This is my motto. Stand up and use work as a platform.
Ransom: Themes of censorship seem to be at the root of many of your projects. Can you 

discuss your work Video Instructions: Tips on Censorship (2010)?2 Why did you find 
censorship to be a particularly important issue at that moment in time, and in what context 
did you choose to focus on this issue? Who was your primary audience for this work?

Allahyari: The first two to three years of living in the US, after moving from Iran in 2007, 
came with a lot of confusion and complications. I think I now embrace this feeling of 
being split after living in the US for ten years. I was trying to make sense of this shift, not 
just in a literal geographical sense of being in between, but also in practical, cultural, and 
emotional ways.

Censorship was one topic that I continuously thought about. Trying to figure out how 
to approach and bring censorship into my work was important, as it was a very personal 
issue. As an Iranian artist living in the US, I had the opportunity of not censoring my work 
and myself, and realized that this change came with a huge amount of compromising. If I 
were going to make the kind of work I wanted to make without censoring myself, it would 
make it very difficult as an artist to go back to Iran without risking being harassed by the 
government.

This meant I had to make many choices. It meant that the less I censored myself, the 
more I exiled myself from my home country, and I was fascinated by those connections 
and ideas. I was also on a one-entry student visa for the first four years of living in the 
US and that also came with its own immeasurable amount of stress, paperwork, and an 
unclear future in terms of immigration. Upon this shift, I did not have a comfortable, clear 
space to stay in the US that aided in making these choices any easier. Censorship and its 
consequences were rooted both in my personal work and my studio practice from the 
beginning.

Tips on Censorship was an ironically humorous series of performances I did online and in 
gallery spaces where I had made my own ministry of culture and censorship bureau. I made 
my own rules. I would perform these acts of marking/blacking out things, measuring, and 
cutting things, while giving instructions on how to censor. This mostly came from a scenario 
in Iran where a whole team of people sit around and go through magazines, imported books, 
and visual material, and they literally cut things out of or black out images, one by one, before 
these materials come to stores, libraries, and are accessible to the public.
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I was playing with the idea that someone has a 9-to-5 job of being in charge of this type 
of censorship, and I found it ridiculous and bizarre. I wanted to see how it felt to practice 
that and also to bring out visual elements of censorship. When you censor something 
using a black marker, it is a very different gesture than if you just cut it out. The black 
censorship bar is very specific when it’s on someone’s body versus if you just take out that 
scene in a movie and manipulate the story to be something else. It reads as “hey, we know 
that you know that we are censoring this because there is this black bar on it” vs. “hey, we 
censored this and you might never know it was censored because we did such a masterful 
job of taking it out of this movie without you even noticing that there is a scene where 
these people have sex or kiss each other.” These are very different gestures and positions, 
especially in Iran where censorship has had many different layers and its visual appearance 
has changed through the years.

Ransom: In your Open Letter to the Audience (2013) relating to the same project, you state, 
“We live in a repressive global censorship culture.” The work is culturally specific to Iran, 
where you were born and raised, but also the US, where you have lived. You state that in 
the US censorship is more “subversive and clever.” The video and instructions emphasize 
that censorship is universally relevant, and at the same time you make clear that we’re all 
implicated in it: governments censor and individuals self-censor.

Allahyari: In the years following the making of the Tips on Censorship series, I made different 
variations of this work––sometimes inviting other artists to be a part of my bureau, sometimes 
only doing panels and discussions about the work. My approach in expanding the issue of 
censorship beyond Iran came after living in the US for a number of years and learning about 
how censorship worked here. The way information was selected, manipulated, presented, 
censored, and controlled was done in a more clever way. Once I started to experience and 
learn more about US methods of censorship, I wrote the letter as part of a performance I 
did at CentralTrak in Dallas in collaboration with MAP (Make Art with Purpose). I lived 
in Texas from 2010 to 2014. I think it was then that I learned how when I talk about 
censorship in only Iran, the conservative and xenophobic people in the West abuse that 
space to talk about how oppressive Iran is and how America is this free country that I 
should obviously feel lucky to live in. This attitude was immediate in so many cases. Like: 
“Wow, we feel so bad for what you and your people experience in Iran. Glad you have 
freedom of expression here to talk about this.” I felt uncomfortable with that attitude, and 
I felt it necessary to remind those very people that the government and constitution they 
believe in, vote for, and support has been censoring and manipulating information for them 
and the world for decades. The letter was a direct response to these double standards.

Ransom: You have since collaborated with Daniel Rourke on The 3D Additivist Manifesto 
(2015) and The 3D Additivist Cookbook (2016) and a number of related curatorial projects 
and events. The Cookbook has also resulted in collaboration with numerous activists, 
artists, writers, and curators. How did your previous work exploring censorship lead you 
to this collaboration with Rourke and the creation of the Manifesto and Cookbook, and 
what exactly were you responding to by creating these linked projects?

Allahyari: In 2013, Daniel interviewed me for Rhizome’s artist profile series about the project 
I was working on at the time called Dark Matter, which was a series of combined, sculptural 
3D-printed objects brought together to form humorous juxtapositions. The objects I 
worked with were all chosen because they are forbidden or taboo to have or use in Iran. 
I was interested in 3D printers as machines that have a kind of radical political potential 
embedded in them. What if we could 3D print these objects in-house and use them as an act 
of guerilla DIY resistance? How would that change our relationship to the forbidden and 
the censored? This project was the beginning of a multiyear collaboration with Daniel. We 
both felt like there was no critical dialogue around additive technologies like 3D printers. 
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These technologies were being used in fablabs and maker spaces by designers, students, and 
architects but with very little criticality around the machines and acts of object making.

It took us one year to write the manifesto and make the video between three time zones 
(London, Dallas, Oakland). The process of writing it was a very important part of how 
things got developed and shaped; it was instrumental to what later became a manifesto 
and a book two years later. The manifesto was a call to artists, activists, writers, designers, 
and others to respond to our utopian and dystopian ideas on plastic, oil, the 3D printer, 
and the future. A call to arms; a call to action.

Ransom: In 2016 you released The 3D Additivist Cookbook, a “free compendium of 
imaginative, provocative works from over 100 world-leading artists, activists, and 
theorists” that contained text but also included replicable files for 3D printers, templates, 
recipes and “(im)practical designs and methodologies for living in this most contradictory 
of times.”3 Can you discuss your conviction to share more than simply text, and say what 
you hope users of the cookbook might generate in terms of tangible objects and possible 
activism? Can you elaborate on the statements you made in the Manifesto: “Additivism 
can emancipate us. Additivism will eradicate us.”4 And explain how that relates to The 
3D Additivist Cookbook?5

Allahyari: Additivism is the combination of the two words Additive and Activism, a term 
Daniel and I coined as a point of departure in building a movement and a school of 
thought. We thought about it as a way of being and making that could bring together 
some kind of horror sci-fi thinking with a more positive-action-oriented-political-doing. 
We were inspired by previous manifestos but also were standing on the shoulders of 
thinkers and writers like Donna Hathaway and Reza Negarestani, among many others. 
The emancipating and eradicating is a statement, perhaps an exaggerated promise and 
position for #Additivism as a movement of destruction and construction, interruption and 
rebuilding. #Additivism is about asking difficult, and often unpalatable, questions. At its 
heart, it questions the very powers that oppress you, and uses these strategies, languages, 
and aesthetics against them. Embrace the apocalypse, but use its darkness to create light. 
It was also important for us to remember not to take ourselves too seriously; so I would 
like to mention that this statement is also ironic and self-reflective in a way. It’s a promise 
that suggests a potential rather than an absolute truth.

We always thought of The 3D Additivist Cookbook as a toolkit rather than a textbook. 
So much of what we wanted to build was accessibility, education, and activation (daily 
small actions). The cookbook’s most radical feature––we hope––is its accessibility and 
openness (download it for free now and see).6 But we are far more excited about the 
projects that are not contained in it, those that still have to be imagined. A lot of action-
based projects in the cookbook can be realized by anyone with any kind of background. 
In addition to the pdf, we also have released a folder of selected.obj and.stl files from the 
cookbook, which means anyone with access to a cheap 3D printer or a fablab can 3D-print 
the objects if they wish. We hope the cookbook encourages people to play, experiment, 
and not be afraid to make mistakes. That’s the best way to learn, and it’s fundamental to 
the practices of art and design. We all start as amateurs and some of us try really hard to 
stay that way.

Ransom: You and Rourke describe #Additivism in relation to 3D printing as “a technology 
for channeling creative endeavor, through digital processes, into the layering of raw 
matter excavated from ancient geological eras … #Additivism … aims to disrupt material, 
social, computational, and metaphysical realities through provocation, collaboration, and 
‘weird’/science fictional thinking.”7

Allahyari: 3D printing is a process that I have used in a number of works (Material 
Speculation, 2015–16; Dark Matter, 2014–15; and She Who Sees the Unknown  
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2017–18). In these series, I make use of this technology to both regenerate structures and 
explore/modify them; ancient artifacts are kept visible and also maintained in creative 
production.

Ransom: Can you discuss your primary aims for these recent works and your thoughts on the 
interrelation between artifacts and historical memory? Are these pieces potentially about 
cultural “repair”? If so, what sort of repair? Short-term or long-term, or both?

Allahyari: Material Speculation: ISIS (Plate 24) has been about preservation of historical 
memory as well as cultural repair, both short-term and long-term. There is here a very 
practical approach to 3D printing, as well as a completely conceptual, poetic, and 
nonfunctional approach, where plastic, 3D printing, oil, technocapitalism, and Jihad 
converge to create dialogue about systems and realities around us that are nonbinary and 
complex. I find thinking and working around technology like 3D printing really important 
and exciting. Using 3D printing has been about its functionality (how) and criticality 
(why). This process is about not only resistance but also inclusion. The objects themselves 
are 3D-printed sculptures in a clear resin material with a flash drive embedded inside of 
them. I think of all these twelve sculptures as time capsules. The information inside the 
flash drives contains all the material that I had gathered during the research process about 
the artifacts, their history, the process of research, images, and the obj/stl 3D-printing files.

I also wanted to find a way to share this information and material with people in an 
open format. I recently worked on three heads as part of the Material Speculation: Isis 
series that allowed me to bridge the physical and digital gaps within this project in a more 
practical way. These three dead drops (2017) are 3D-printed reproductions of stone reliefs 
that were originally located at the ruins of the ancient city of Hatra in Iraq where they 
survived for thousands of years in the open air. Gertrude Bell photographed them in April 
1911, before major excavations took place. But ISIS destroyed them in 2015. Each dead 
drop contains a USB drive that viewers can use to download research material (images, 
maps, pdf files, videos, and a 3D-printable object file of the piece King Uthal) to their 
laptop or hard drive (Figure 17.1).

Ransom: Your work explores the lines between the vast ways in which Internet and digital 
technologies circulate, share, and generate content, as well as the ways in which the same 
information can be suppressed through censorship via technology. Can you discuss how 
these ideas relate to your most recent work, which is titled She Who Sees the Unknown? 
With this work, are you taking a position of resistance against digital colonialism?

Allahyari: In She Who Sees the Unknown I will also be using 3D printers and 3D scanners––
two contemporary tools of western digital colonialism of Middle Eastern cultural 
heritage––to create sculptures of these figures, along with a series of talismans. Each of 
the figures will have specific powers and spells attached to them, aimed at re-equilibrating 
contemporary imbalances of power. The figures I will feature are from a mix of eras and 
traditions, both pre- and post-Islamic. I’m taking them out of their context in order to 
create the space to build new stories around them. Collaging texts and reappropriating 
material, I want to create a counter-reality that is critical of claims over heritage by both 
Western technology industries and Islamic iconoclasts. It is a new feminist collection that 
focuses on dark goddesses, feminine monsters, and djinn female figures of Middle Eastern 
origin (Figure 17.2).

This research project, which builds on my previous work, explores the symbolic meanings 
behind traditions and myths to speculate on the effects of colonialism and other forms of 
contemporary oppression. I want to devise a narrative through the practices of magic, 
poetic-speculative storytelling, re-appropriation of traditional mythologies, collaging, 
meshing, 3D scanning/3D printing, and archiving. In addition, an important part of this 
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FIGURE 17.1 Morehshin Allahyari, South Ivan Human Heads: Bearded River God, 2017, from the 
Material Speculation: Isis series, 3D-printed sculpture (polymer powder) and electronic components. 
Photo by Mario Gallucci. Courtesy of artist and Sapar Contemporary, NYC.
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FIGURE 17.2 Morehshin Allahyari, detail of Huma and Talismans, 2016, from the She Who Sees the 
Unknown series, 3D-printed black resin sculpture. Photo by Mario Gallucci. Courtesy of artist and 
Sapar Contemporary, NYC.
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project is to build a library/reading room and gather and organize an image and text-
based archive of under-represented and misrepresented female mythological figures. These 
will come from online resources and physical books from Iran, ultimately constituting a 
digital encyclopedia. There is a serious digital divide in terms of the availability of Middle 
Eastern material online. This practice is an important part of my efforts to make visible 
undocumented and forgotten histories and thereby counter both increasing censorship 
and new forms of censorship in our times. I want to explore issues of digital colonialism 
and re-figuring by means of a feminist and activist practice using new technologies as tools 
of investigation.

Notes

1 Nina Simone in What Happened, Miss Simone?, directed by Liz Garbus (Moxie Firecracker Films, 
Netflix, Radical Media, 2015).

2 See “Video Instructions: Tips on Censorship (2010),” www.morehshin.com/video-instructions-
tips-on-censorship/.

3 Morehshin Allahyari and Daniel Rourke, The 3D Additivist Cookbook, January 2017, http://
additivism.org/cookbook.

4 Morehshin Allahyari and Daniel Rourke, The 3D Additivist Manifesto, 2015, https://additivism.
org/manifesto.

5 For information about the relationship between the manifesto and the cookbook, see Morehshin 
Allahyari and Daniel Rourke, The 3D Additivist Manifesto & Cookbook, https://additivism.org/
about; Morehshin Allahyari, The 3D Additivist Cookbook (2016), www.morehshin.com/3d_
additivist_cookbook/; and Morehshin Allahyari, The 3D Additivist Manifesto (2015), www.
morehshin.com/3d-additivist-manifesto/.

6 Allahyari and Rourke, The 3D Additivist Cookbook, http://additivism.org/cookbook.

7 Morehshin Allahyari, The 3D Additivist Manifesto [text accompanying video], 2015, https://
vimeo.com/122642166.
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Plate 23 Royal statues of the Kingdom of Dahomey. L to R: half-man and half-lion of King Glele, 
attributed to Sossa Dede, Benin, Abomey (1858–89); half-man and half-bird of King Ghezo, attributed 
to Donvide or Sossa Dede, atelier Akati, Benin, Abomey (19th century); and half-man and half shark of 
King Behanzin, attributed to Sossa Dede or the Houeglo family, Benin, Abomey (1890–2). Displayed at 
Quai Branly Museum, Paris, November 23, 2018. REUTERS/Philippe Wojazer.

Plate 24 Morehshin Allahyari, Lamassu, 2015, from the Material Speculation: ISIS series, 3D-printed 
resin with embedded portable data-storage device. Photo by Charlie Nordstrom. Courtesy of artist and 
Sapar Contemporary, New York.
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Creating Feminist Paradigms of Knowledge 
Through Digital Technology 

As Thomas Kuhn wrote in The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962), 
knowledge is a set of paradigms that seem immutable but change when the 
conditions are right. This chapter highlights digital artists who challenge the 
knowledge paradigms in the patriarchal society with the goal of creating new 

epistemological paradigms that benefit everyone in the society rather than just 
the dominant group. Their work covers biology, psychology, physics, climate 
studies, the universe, and the digital world itself.' 

A New York-based artist with a professional scientific background, Ellen K 
Levy deconstructs various scientific assumptions. For instance, in a video/ 
perfonnance, Stealing Attention (2009) (Plate 23), she challenges the reliability of 
perception and shows how it can be psychologically manipulated. First, the 
audience sees a video that opens with a text asking if the viewer would like to play 
a game. The next frame shows a grid of cards in the foreground against a background 
of shelves that hold precious art objects looted from Iraqi museums during the 
takedown of Saddam Hussein's regime in 2003. Levy tells the audience that the 
game is to identify how many Queens of Hearts show up on the rest of the video. 
Jn succeeding frames, the cards begin to fly in front of the shelves. As the cards fly, 
the objects on the shelves begin to disappear. When the video concludes, Levy asks 
the members of the audience to tell what they saw. Levy says that most people 
respond with the number of Queens they have been able to identify. They are so 
busy counting cards that they don't even notice that the objects are disappearing. In 
Stealing Attention,as in her other work, Levy connects art, science, and politics. 

Another area that Levy has explored is space. The National Aeronautics and 
Space Administration (NASA) Art Program was established in I 962 by James 
Webb, then NASA director, only four years after the establishment of NASA 
itself. The public was becoming interested in NASA and space exploration and 
Webb felt that artists could convey the excitement of the program better than 
dry accounts of the science involved. Over 350 artists, including male luminaries 
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like Andy Warhol and Robert Rauschenberg.have been involved with a resulting 
2,500artworks. Webb began the commissioning of portraits of all the astronauts, 
and also, documentation of significant events, but artists like Levy were free to 
develop their own ideas. 2 

Levy caught the attention of the NASA Art Program when she created a 
temporary ceiling painting. Palomar, derived from images received by the 200-
inch Hale telescope at Mount Palomar, California, in the dome of the National 
Academy of Sciences building in Washington, DC (on view in 1985; subsequently 
destroyed by fire, 2013). The dome was the same dimensions as the lens of the 
telescope. While not directlyfeminist, Levy'scomments about the project reflect 
her feminist thinking in that she conceives of knowledge as intersectional and 
fluid. She describes the divisions in her composition as mirroring three areas of 
cultural inquiry. Images in one-third of the dome refer to biological elements; the 
second group is devoted to technology; and the third, to architectural features. 
She also designed the areas so that they interconnect, to reflect how they intersect. 
She considers art to be the discipline that merges them into one entity.' 

Levy received her commission from NASA at the timeoftheAtlantis launching 
in 1985 and created Space Chrysalis in response to learning about NASA and the 
space shuttle, the name alone suggesting an analogy to biological transformation 
applied to the space mission. The phallic-like forms thrust upward, but dissolve 
in light at the top of the painting. suggesting their dematerialization in space.• 

The renowned musician/visual artist Laurie Anderson was also a NASA 
artist-the first and last artist to be invited to be in residence. During her 
residency, Anderson worked on a project which she subsequently performed at 
the Brooklyn Academy of Music (BAM) titled End of the Moon (2004). In an 
essay Vivian Appler has written on Anderson's NASA project, she proposes that 
the presence of women artists in residence at NASA changes society's perception 
of women, given the stereotype of science as a male-gendered discipline. Appler 
extends her analysis to the resulting performance at BAM. She writes that, like 
the residency itself, the performance is also feminist in that Anderson comes 
across with the authority to speak about science because she has been anointed 
by NASA If a woman artist can understand science, then women members in 
the audience can believe that they also can understand and participate in science. 
Appler states that even when women are presenting on scientific issues other 
than gender, the simple fact that they are addressing issues which are usually 
assigned to the male sphere is a disruption of gender roles.' 

Anderson uses several performance devices to bring the seemingly secret, 
arcane, and elite NASA science down to earth and accessible to members of a 
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nonscientist audience. The moon, which appears on the opposite side of the 
stage from where she is sitting. is represented not bya projection of a photograph 
of the moon but by a projection of Neil Armstrong's footprint which is 
immediately recognizable to the audience despite its having been impressed on 
the moon's surface a decade and a half earlier than the performance. While the 
image humanizes the landing on the moon, it also resonates with memories of 
the Cold War politics fundamental to the space race of the 1960s. Furthermore, 
as Anderson goes on to describe the process by which the Hubble Telescope 
images are produced, she talks about the colorization that is performed on the 
photographs in order to make them more distinct and tells the audience how 
arbitrary they are; she elicits a laugh when she says that anyone in the audience 
could pick another color scheme and it would work just as well. Then using a 
camera, Anderson substitutes herself for an astronaut by images that show her 
floating upside down as she plays her violin.• 

Another feminist digital artist who participated in a residency at a space 
research site is Addie Wagenknecht, the founder of Deep Lab, a feminist women's 
technical collaborative. She had a 2018 residency at COSMOS, an art science 
residency program at the University of Manchester, UK where the Lovell 
Telescope, at that time the third largest telescope on the world, is located. Her 
project, titled Hidden in Plain Sight, consisted of harnessing the radio waves 
collected by the telescope into patterns of light that flickered over the structure 
of the telescope accompanied by a broadcasted score (the residency is held in 
conjunction with the Bluedot Festival). Wagenknecht'sconcept was the similarity 
of the internet and the cosmos. The infrastructure of both is hidden in plain 
sight, the amount of data is infinite, along with a complexity that is hard to grasp, 
and there is •a sense of placelessness." The flickering of the lighted radio waves 
overt he surface of the telescope's structure hides the structure while the structure 
does remain "in plain sight."' 

The parallels among the three artists is striking: their interest in making the 
invisible visible; their belief that knowledge should be accessible to all; their 
conviction that knowledge is both intersectional and fluctuating; and their view 
that knowledge is dependent on who is the creator and who is the recipient, all 
principles that are integral to feminist theory. Jn an interview about her 
installation, Wagenknecht says, "The observer is not stationary and part of the 
observation is knowing your own situation."' 

Kathy High and Patricia Piccinini make art to deconstruct the Darwinian 
theory of evolution. One of High's videos, Lily Does Derrida (20 l0- 12), is a 
humorousdiscourse by her deceased dogwho, while talking abouttheconnection 
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of human beings to animals, invokes Jacques Derrida's writings on that subject. 
Lily, the dog, cites Derrida's analysis of the difference between animals and 
humans: humans are ashamed of being naked; animals on the other hand are 
always naked (no clothes). Do they feel shame? Lily says she does feel shame in 
front of the cat and then goes on to say that humans were the ones who created 
the name "animal" and thus distinguished animals from humans. Through the 
ludic, High believes she can help people think about animals and humans as a 
continuum rather than a hierarchy that places humans above all other life. 

High has also created a series of works about the bacteria that exist in the 
human digestive system and contribute to metabolic processes. She has been 
carrying on collaborations with medical experts on what she calls "poop." Rather 
thanseeing"poop" as abject, she suggests that it should be viewed for its centrality 
to life itself. She makes the point that elimination of waste materials from the 
body is as fundamental as taking in nourishment and that it is time to abandon 
the social taboos that surround defecation and consider how "poop" can be used, 
citing the rise of antibiotic resistance that may require more reliance on the 
body's natural functions. High's work can be considered oppositional to the 
psychoanalytic theory of the abject, developed by French feminist, Julia Kristeva, 
which postulates that human beings place taboos around the sight of internal 
bodily processes and substances as reminders of the body's vulnerability and 
mortality.• 

Piccinini disputes evolutionary science by creating computer-generated 
grotesque sculptures that, although based on the human body, have imaginary 
features that turn them into disturbing variations distorting the features and 
shape of the human form. In her installations she places them in relation to other 
sculptures that retain the usual look of human beings: a child hugs one of the 
strange creatures ora mother who looks like a cross between Homo sapiens and 
a gorilla suckles a human infant. Piccinini says that her work is meant to reveal 
the fear of difference and to change attitudes toward difference in appearance as 
abject, something from which to avert one's eyes.•• 

Iranian artist Morehshin Allahyarialso works with the grotesque, using 3-D 
printing technology to create composite sculptures that in her words "transcend 
the binaries of human/animal, East/West, self/other." She calls her art practice 
• Additivism," a word combining additive and activism. Her first additive pieces 
related to activities forbidden by the Iranian regime. It was forbidden to walk 
dogs outside. Sex objects were forbidden. Internet usage was often forbidden. 
Respondingto these restrictions, her first computer-created sculpture was a dog 
with a dildo and a satellitedish fused together." 



CreatingFemi11ist Paradigms of Knowledge 121 

Allahyari lives in self-imposed exile because her political activism puts her in 
danger if she returns to Iran, but she is deeply immersed in her heritage. Her 
current art practice involves digital archiving of documents and other material 
pertaining to Iranian cultural memory and history. She also uses 3-D scanning 
and printing to resurrect works purposefully destroyed by ISIS or inadvertently 
by Western forces in the power struggles over the Middle East (Plate 24). 

Important to Allahyari is the identity of the person who is reconstituting 
cultural objects. Her concern is how digital printing can become a new form of 
colonialism. She says that digital capacity is largely in the hands of white people. 
When white people (self) are the ones refiguring lost objects belonging to the 
cultural history of non-whites (the other), it is a form of digital colonialism
whitesreclaiming the sculptures after destruction by non-whites like ISIS. 

During a residency at Rhizome in New York, Allahyari collected and made 
available programs by which anyone could refigure a lost object through 3-D 

printing. She relates that she has received hundreds of images of refigured items and 
enthusiastic communications. Her goal is to spread knowledge of the techniques to 
enable oppressed populations to restore their own cultural histories. She cites how 
capitalism prevents the spread of that knowledge in the example ofSciArt, an on line 
nonprofit organization that also makes information on 3-D replication available, 
but not to individuals-only to institutions-at a price, thus benefiting monetarily 
from the transactions." 

Israeli/American artist, Neri Oxman is another artist who found 3-D digital 
printing a medium for her art practice. Oxman, a professor at MIT, has disrupted 
the conventional paradigm of the relationship between art and nature in which 
art mimics nature, by using actual biological constituents for design purposes. 
She refers to her art practice as material ecology, finding elements in nature that 
become artmaking components ranging from slime molds and silkworms to 
bacteria. Oxman also develops new processes through which materials that have 
had one structure are transformed into new structures such as happened with 
glass when Oxman developed the technology for making objects out of glass 
using algorithms for the 3-D digital printer. The results were forms never 
possible before.and thus useful in innovative architectural design. 

One of Oxman's projects was to modify a 3-D digital printer to use the chitin 
which forms the exoskeleton of the crab. Through experimentation Oxman 
reversed the molecular structure of chitin so that instead of being impervious to 
the action of \Yater, it became water-biodegradable, providing a prototype 
procedure for biodegrading plastic bags. In another project, Oxman printed 
clothing that was resistant to microbial infection, thus protecting wearers in 
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areas of epidemic disease. Using 6,500 silkworms to produce the necessary silk, 
and algorithms in a digital 3-0 printer, Oxman printed a silk dome, suggesting 
how nature can provide eco-friendly building materials. cartesian Wax: 
Prototype for a Breathing Skin (2007) referring to Descartes's 1640 definition of 
the essence of wax as being what survives its changing forms, is another 
experiment to develop eco-friend.ly architectural building materials. The wax 
that forms the cells in this wall piece become thinner or thicker in response to 
the degree oflight in the room." 

American artist Heather Dewey-Hagborg works on gene technology. She is 
concerned about the way in which gene technology is being used without 
thinking of the consequences, as. for instance, in determining the sex of fetuses, 
in criminal cases. or for surveillance. She uses her art practice to make the case 
for public awareness of the potential threat of genetic surveillance by picking up 
litter from the street containing DNA evidence such as cigarette butts, wads of 
discarded gum. or strands of hair, then extracting the DNA from these discards. 
duplicating it, and using facial recognition software in reverse, to create three
dimensional portraits of the people who have discarded the waste. The actual 
sculptures are not frightening in themselves but the implication is terrifying
the idea that people can be identified and traced through a random act of 
discarding waste that carries their genetic makeup. That implication isenhanced 
by the way the sculptures are displayed, with a petri dish containing the object 
from which the DNA has been extracted along with a photograph of the location 
where the object was found" 

Jennifer Hall investigates the body's functions in relation to health, privacy, 
and the community in an installation titled Tipping Point: Health Narratives from 
the South End (2005) created in collaboration with a team consisting of Ellen 

Ginsburg, a medical anthropologist and ethnographer; Blyth Hazen, an artist 
and expert in robotic systems; Amie Hernandez, software programmer. Mike 
Middleton, interactive DVD producer; and Liana Wilks-Dupoise, fabrication 
assistant. As visitors entered the gallery, sensors measured various aspects of 
their movements-how many were coming in at one time, how fast they were 
walking, how close were they to each other. The sensors sent this data through 
an algorithm that collected it all and sent it to the sculptures in the gallery, which 
moved in response to the information they received The sculptures became 
mechanical portraits of the health of visitors to the exhibition." 

In another project, Hall queried the interaction among living organisms, 
machines, and the impact of society. Titled Acupuncture for a Temporal Fruit 
(2008), viewers became complicit in the torture of tomatoes enclosed in glass 
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domes. As viewers move closer to the domes, mechanized needles pierced the 
tomatoes faster and faster. As viewers moved away, the piercings became less and 
less frequent. During the period of the exhibition, the holes left in the tomatoes 
became moldyand the tomatoes began to rot. The installation served asa critique 
fort he actions of those in power who could act negatively on helpless individuals, 

and particularly on medical practice, given the impact of the needle piercing the 
skin of the tomato, reminiscent of a hypodermic needle on humanskin. •• 

Anicka Yi takes another approach in using biotechnology to disrupt 
patriarchal paradigms of knowledge. Her art practice is focused around the 
sense of smell. Her most ambitious project has been the collection of bacteria 
from the orifices of about a hundred women, growing the bacteria, and then 
exhibiting the results in an installation that involves sculpture, video, and sound. 
She creates art to counteract what she terms the prevailing "ocular.centrism" 
that defines art in most cultures, whereas other senses, particularly smell, can 
evoke personal memories, transmit one to a hallucinatory sphere, and convey 
history. She is also concerned with correcting the misunderstanding that scent is 
feminine because it is "elusive and subjective," terms that are used to stereotype 
women. She insists that smells are "objective."" 

Zina Saro-Wiwa (Plate 25) is an artist who represents the globalism of the 
early twenty-first century in her own life. She was born in Nigeria, moved to the 
UK at the age of one, and has lived and exhibited on both sides of the Atlantic, 
most recently for over a decade in the United States. She has also returned to 
Nigeria where she established Boys' Quarters Project Space, a contemporary art 
gallery in Port Harcourt, Nigeria. Jn reentering the land of her birth, she wanted 
to create an artwork that would capture the sense of place she experienced. Her 
work disrupts stereotypes about non-Western peoples and countries from the 
perspective of postcolonialism and ecofeminism but while the resulting videos 
and photographs are images of individuals in Nigeria, they speak of the 
importance of place in people's lives everywhere. As she herself has said, 
"experimental ethnography gives me permission to think about and comment 
on knowledge production." One of her most compelling installations is Table 

Manners (2014-16). On large screens arranged so that viewers walk through two 
rows of suspended screens, individuals eat their meals, rather as if no one is 
looking, yet aware of performing in front of the camera. Saro-Wiwa says, "That 
action of people eating on camera, their hands moving from the plate to their 
mouths and back to the plate, acts as a kind of metaphorical suturing. With this 
movement, I see them as insisting on their place in the environment and 
repairing their broken landscape, all the while implicating the viewer in this 
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process through their gaze." Now living in Los Angeles, she is applying her art 
practice to the individuals and places around her. "Even when it is hyper specific 
about a particular place, I position my work globally and cosmically."" 

Similarly Michele Magema, from the Republic oft he Congo, as both European 
and African considers herself a resident of the globe rather than of one specific 
location in both her life and work. Magema describes her intersectional art 
practice as "exilism." She says she uses her body to express the eternal nature of 
being a woman despite the vicissitudes of time, but at the same time, the 
multiplicity of identity that contemporary women bear in the postcolonial era in 
Africa and other parts of the world." 

Perhaps it is her double identity that has led Magema to double frames in her 
videos. Derriere la Mer (Behind the ocean] (2016) shows two frames ofMagema 
walking into the sea. In both she finally disappears into the water, but then in 
one frame, reemerges and walks back toward the camera. She begins to put up 
signs in the water itself that are illegible. Finally, she lies down in the shallows, 
very much looking like a dead body. Two signs are clear to read, one says "past" 
and the other, "truth." The soundtrack consists of African chanting: It is evident 
that the work is about the vast migration from Africa across the Mediterranean 
to Europe that took place in the second decade of the twenty-first century in 

which, because of the exploitation of the migrants, many Africans perished in 

overloaded, unsafe boats.'° 
Saro-Wiwa and Magema are only two artists from various African countries 

who emerged in the twenty-first century as important voices in creating new 
paradigms of knowledge. Their dismantling of the stereotypes about Africa and 
Africans in the knowledges of Western heteronormative society, valuable in 
itself, has broader implications of how a dominating group, in this case, the 

Western colonialist countries, shapes accepted knowledge and loses sight of the 
individual. Magema, by using her own body, emphasizes the personhood of 
Africans as opposed to the generalized universal African of Western culture. 
Saro-Wiwa, in her connection to individuals through recording the human act 
of eating. restores the status of the individual as a physical and spiritual being. 

Mary Mattingly's projects are an example of the art practice of ecofeminists in 
Western countries. Mattingly says that the goal of her work is to awaken social 
consciousness. She hopes for a future which she describes as"post-humanist." It 
would be world in which people will be able to provide at least some of their 
essentials for themselves, will have the will to help their neighbors, and will 
develop a balance between what they take from the earth, and what they can give 
back. 
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Mattingly mixes the digital world and the offline world together into a seamless 
whole. While the finished projects have a DIY materiality, they are the result of 
meticulous research and online planning through the use of mostly open source 
programs. lhe Flock House Project isa good example of how Mattingly wishes to 
change knowledge structures, in this instanc.e,about migration. During a residency 
at Eyebeam, an institute that specifically supports projects combining thedigital and 
the physical, Mattingly designed modular portable housing, based on Buckminster 
Fuller's geodesic dome, that can be built from recycled materials, powered by 
renewable energy, and deposited anywhere in the world very quickly when migration 
because of climate change disasters, political violence, and other crises occurs." 

Diane Burko has been working on climate change since the early twenty-first 
century. Among the founders of the Feminist Art Movement of the I 970s, Burko 
organized Philadelphia Focuses on Women in the Visual Arts (FOCUS),the first 
city-wide celebration of feminist artists. Burko became concerned about the 
environment when she revisited some of the locations that had inspired her 
earlier paintings-glaciers that had disappeared, ice caps that had shrunk, 
waterfalls that had become trickles. Familiar with digital technologies, she 
conceived oflenticular technology as a perfect metaphor for expressing climate 
change visually. She created a series oflenticular images in which she embedded 
abstract landscapes which change as viewers pass by, thus conveying thedramatic 
transformations that have occurred in physical life (Plate 26)." 

Similarly, Marina Abramovic, the performance artist whose art practice was 
founded on feminism early in her career, used digital technology to create work 
about climate change. She initiated Rising(2018) as a virtual reality (VR) project. 
Viewers entered an intimate space wearing a VR headset and saw an avatar of 
the artist encased in a glass cylinder. As they watched, the water in the cylinder 

rose, threatening to drown her. Abramovies avatar began to speak to them, 
askingthem to pledgesupport in saving the environment.As each gave a positive 
response to her plea, the water level dropped. Aware that VR could only be 
appreciated in person, Abramovic brought Rising to another level of public 
participation by creating an app through which viewers around the globe could 
experience Rising through theircell phones." 

Sondra Perry interweaves the Black body, her own, and a female Black avatar 
(Plate 27), with digital images derived from family history and art history to 
expose white privilege and oppression in the patriarchal construction of history. 
lhe Serpentine Gallery, London mounted the first exhibition of Perry's work in 
Europe in 2018. In one of the galleries were two workout machines, classist 
symbols of prosperity, that viewers could operate; the first, a stationary bicycle 
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with a three-screen video installation was titled Graft and Ash for a Three 
Monitor Workstation. As viewers worked hard on the pedals of the stationary 
bike, Perry's avatar talked about the hard work African Americans must do to 
survive. She (the avatar) also talked about the poor health issues that plague 
Blacks versus whites. The second was a rowing machine also with a three-screen 

video of waves, that echoed the projection of violent waves onto the walls 
of the adjoining gallery based on J.M W. Turner's The Slave Ship, orignally titled 
Slavers Throwing Overboard the Dead and Dying-Typhoon Coming On, first 
exhibited in 184-0. The Turner painting represents a sickening act, the throwing 
overboard of 133 African Blacks being transported to become slaves, for the sake 
of making an insurance claim. Turner, an abolitionist, was horrified by the 
incident and thus made the painting. Perry used an open source program to 
modify the waves, turning them purple, the color that comes on the monitor 
when there is an error, thus forming a metaphor for the "mistake" made by the 
murder. On another wall is a projection of a close up of Perry's own skin in front 
of which isa video on which is screened TK (Suspicious Glorious Absence) which 
consists of clips taken from body cameras that recorded everyday actions like 
walking down the street along with scenes of protests and shots of Perry's own 
family." 

Perry like the other artists in this chapter is transforming the paradigmatic 
knowledges of the patriarchal society into new paradigms that will provide 
dignity and equality to all rather than only to an elite white male class. 
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ARABIAN GULF 
HAUNTOLOGIES

Rahel Aima considers how jinn become a vehicle for artists to explore 
gender and the vestiges of colonialism

A falcon lies on an operating table, its milky third eyelids 
fluttering. A dustbin swarms with steaming-hot meat and 
bones, attracting flies and untold other creatures. On 
Mustaqbaliya Reality Network, a depressed jinniya from Ras Al 
Khaimah sits down for a confessional against heavy, tasselled 
curtains. So opens Farah Al Qasimi’s 2019 horror-comedy Um 
Al Naar, in which the titular spirit reflects on the legacies of 
European colonisation in the UAE. “The bad feelings started 
in the 1500s,” the jinniya explains, gesticulating with her 
glass of green liquid as she recounts being discovered by 
the Portuguese, who controlled the Gulf’s trade for 150 years 
before the British showed up to further ruin things. Um Al 
Naar wears three kinds of floral patterns, and has a voice that 
is at once ancient and androgynous. Her features, appliquéd 
on in lavender cloth, suggest a rictal scream – of fear, joy or 
anguish, it’s hard to tell.

As a character, Um Al Naar is utterly delightful. She loves 
the Contours, Mohammed Abdu and Umm Kulthum, and 
most of all she loves to dance. She reminisces about haunting 
prisoners and pearl divers, and how she used to possess men 
and make them dance the m’alayah. She speaks lovingly 
about her favorite frozen-in-time museum while disparaging 
the “very European – they say it’s important” sterility of the 
Louvre Abu Dhabi and how it suffocates her cultural patrimony 
in airless vitrines. She functions as both a receptacle of 
fast-fading historical memory and a caution against losing 
touch with one’s indigenous culture. Inset images and text 
add emphasis: portraits of Portuguese explorers Alfonso de 
Albuquerque and Vasco da Gama are overlaid by red text 
that screams “LOSERS!!!!!!” while intercut footage from 
Dubai’s Garden Glow and Dragon Mart and radio snippets 
advertising the Irish Village work to anchor us in the present. 

The falcon gets its head shoved into a device that looks like 
an inverted cone of shame crossed with a vacuum. 

From kelpies and banshees to manticores and aswang, 
supernatural beings can be found in folklore from around 
the world. Their specific forms and powers vary, but many 
share the ability to shapeshift, to appear human in order to 
seduce, possess, trick or simply kill those who cross their 
paths, a collectively enforced caution that everything should 
not be taken at face value. They hint at the possibility of 
other, parallel dimensions, and are often able to pierce the 
veil between one world and the next. Not all such beings are 
malevolent, but many of them warn against the dangers of 
being alone, outside the safety of community. Don’t linger 
by a river or a lake, or go out in a storm, or roam the streets 
at night. Others still, like the Emirati Umm Al Duwais who is 
known for her donkey hooves and intoxicating scent, serve to 
variously dissuade against vice or protect against patriarchal 
violence. In contemporary art, jinn interestingly become a 
way for artists to engage with both colonialism and gender. 

While the word jinn generally connotes specific 
supernatural creatures such as bloodthirsty ghouls, friendly 
jinnan and demonic ifrit, we might also understand jinn more 
broadly as all shapeless, spectral beings like the qareen or 
hamzaad, which cannot be perceived by our five senses, 
including human interiority. Tala Madani’s expressively 
gestural drawings, animations and paintings use jinn to 
consider masculinity and group dynamics. They depict 
ominous shadowy figures and humans on the precipice of 
being possessed, as in Jinn Dream (2011). Here, a balding 
male figure is seen mid-inhabitation, or perhaps mid-exorcism 
– with blurry, semi-human figures appearing to merge into his 
supine pink body, Animorphs style. Occasionally, Madani’s 

Morehshin Allahyari. Composite of 
artworks from She Who Sees the 
Unknown. 2016–21. Clockwise from top 
left: Kabous, The Right Witness, and 
The Left Witness. 2019; Aisha Qandisha. 
2018; Laughing snake. 2018; Huma, 
2016; Ya’jooj Ma’jooj. 2018. 3D models.
Images courtesy of the artist



144 145

ESSAY

demons are terribly normal-looking, as in the plaid shirt-
clad jinni of Becoming Brilliant (2013). More often, however, 
she unspools this insensible idea of human interiority, both 
in terms of irrational, obsessive human behaviour and more 
literally in terms of internal organs and viscera that are pulled 
out of the body, and perhaps even humorously positioned on 
an armchair to chat with their former body, as in Guts (2011).

The twinned emphasis on colonialism and gender is most 
overt in Morehshin Allahyari’s She Who Sees The Unknown 
(2016–21), a project which spans five years and multiple 
media, including video, 3D-printed statuary, drawings 
and installation, and incorporates technologies like VR. 
It is anchored by five monstrous female and non-binary 
“re-figured” jinn – Kabous, The Laughing Snake, Huma, 
Ya’jooj Ma’jooj and Aisha Qandisha – drawn from Islam 
and regional mythology, each of which address themes like 
toxic masculinity and gaslighting, the environment and the 
epigenetics of inherited trauma. Here too is a sense of jinn 
from other realms who meddle in our world at scale, based on 
their particular powers and abilities. Just as the Portuguese’s 
seafaring prowess allowed them to control large swathes of 
coastal Oman, the UAE, Iran and Bahrain, each jinni here 
effects change based on their mythological powers: the heat-

generating Huma, for example, gets linked to global warming. 
This body of work also includes protective qareen or spectral 
companion figures, which are finished in ayeneh kari-style 
mirrorwork in a reflection of their role as spiritual doubles. 

For the longest time, I wondered why we have such a 
colonised mentality in the UAE, despite being a country 
that I understood as having never been colonised: claimed 
at the margins of regional empires like the Ottomans and 
vaguely used as a base to refuel European ships and, later, 
planes in exchange for military protection, but never formally 
administered or ruled. A crash course in regional history 
soon disabused me of these notions. Because of course, 
colonialism takes many forms; some of its vestiges are so 
subtle and filamentine so as to be difficult to point to, even 
when you know it is there. Like jinn, this history is invisibilised 
but undeniably also there, these visitors from another world 
that haunt and even actively intervene in this world.  In Um 
Al Nar, jinn become a perfect metaphor for colonialism and 
its legacy: invisible but undeniably there. I’m left thinking of 
the sung refrain that opens the film, and the power of naming 
– or even just acknowledgement – as a first step to undoing 
these colonial legacies: I am the one who visits, say my name 
– I am the one who visits. 

ESSAY

Farah Al Qasimi. Stills from Um Al 
Naar (Mother of Fire). 2019. HD 
video, colour, sound. 30 minutes. 
Image courtesy of the artist and  
The Third Line, Dubai
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MARCH 3, 2022 / ARIANADAMAVANDI

Iranian Diaspora Spotlight: Art
Beyond Aesthetics—the Vision of

Morehshin Allahyari
by Peppa, Research Fellow, New York

At times, our imagined future pulses with memories, stories, and the histories of

our country. In this fruitful place between past, present, and future, Iranian-born

artist, writer, and educator Morehshin Allahyari, situates her work. As a self-

proclaimed “private investigator,” Allahyari says she has always sought to

document stories. From a young age in Iran, she was active in the youth creative

writing scene. As an adolescent, writing became Allahyari’s first artistic medium.

After she lost her grandmother, who had lived with her family her entire life, she

was driven by a mission to share her grandmother’s story. She recognized the

significance of her grandmother’s life and wanted to tell her story in her
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grandmother’s voice as a woman from Kurdistan. So, Allahyari embarked on a

journey to find out everything she could about her grandmother. She recounts

going to her grandmother’s village with tape recorders and cassette tapes to

conduct interviews with her grandmother’s community and family members, and

by the time Allahyari was 15, she had turned this project into a nearly 400-page

book. By the time she turned 16, the book was published. This experience launched

Allahyari’s drive and intention to document and protect stories, and reclaim

narratives. Today, her work is centered by a research practice that is integral to

everything she does.

Allahyari came to the United States at the age of 23 after receiving her bachelor’s in

Social Science and Media Theory at Tehran University. She went on to receive not

one, but two master’s degrees from US institutions: one from the University of

Denver in Digital Media Studies, and another in New Media Art from the

University of North Texas. While Allahyari explores a vast array of mediums

including video, sculpture, writing, 3D simulation, and digital fabrication, she says

she “thinks about art beyond aesthetics.” Instead Allahyari explores the

relationship of complex topics through time, finding ways to preserve the past and

offer possibilities for our future. “Storytelling is really where I find the power of

artmaking,” she says. “It’s when you can take personal stories or you use the
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power of myth-building to then create other worlds,” she adds.

Allahyari says that her work is also driven by a passion to join technology and

history to create new narratives. Her digital and sculptural works include alluring,

and at times familiar, forms, which sit, float, and rotate in physical and virtual

space. Describing her process, she says, “I’m not one of those artists who can just

pop out work every two months. That’s just not how I engage with art practice. I

really like to spend time and go really deep into a work, and really build a

relationship with a project. When I’m really nerding out on a project, it will just

ooze into my dreams.”

Both Allahyari’s experience of growing up in Iran and living in the diaspora are

woven into her art. Allayari’s move from Iran to the U.S. was highly impactful. She

recounts feeling a sense of exile from her home. “This move forced me to grow up

quickly,” she says. As she developed her art in the context of the U.S., and

considered the possibilities of her return to Iran, she also faced the very real

possibility that her work would be met with censorship. She says she started to

make art about political and social issues in private. “The more I censored myself,

the more exiled I felt,” she explains. The time came when Allahyari made the

decision to no longer censor herself and her art, and thus began pushing
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boundaries politically and culturally. It was and still remains an emotionally

difficult choice. “That truly never-ending pain that I feel about not being able to go

back, or being scared to go back to Iran at this moment, contributes a lot to the

ways that I live my life, the day to day relationship to different lands and spaces

that I have moved around to, as well as the art that I make,” she says. She has not

returned to Iran in twelve years.

To build a world, Allahyari says technology plays a crucial role, and helps her to

respond to social, political, and cultural issues. Allahyari emphasizes the urgency

for us to consider technology critically. At the center of her concerns is a

consideration of power, and about who controls narratives. Her questions are

important and difficult: “How do we engage with technology? What would happen

if you used a 3D printer to archive or document a history or an event? When there

is a new technology and it is controlled by dominant powers, we witness new

waves of imperialism and colonization. What happens when these tech tools, like

3D scanners, start being used by big tech companies?”
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These questions and concerns came to the forefront of her work when she started

more deeply investigating the uses of 3D printing and digital fabrication. In her

lecture-performance piece Digital Colonialism (2016-2019), she investigates the

adoption of the 3D printer and scanner by Western powers doing projects in the

Middle East. She explains that while this technology has existed for the past thirty
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years, the function of the 3D scanner has shifted in the last ten years. Today

Western-based companies, especially tech companies, have initiated projects in

South West Asia to scan artifacts, in the name of preserving what has been

destroyed. Allahyari recognizes that this is an extension of a history we know all

too well. She offers this example, “It’s very similar to when you think about

colonization in an object at a museum. You know when you walk into a museum, at

the MET or the British Museum, and you see a huge gate or artifact there from

somewhere around the world that you know was probably stolen or somehow

taken in a conflict situation? You can see the history of colonization when it comes

to physical historical objects,” she adds. Allahyari raises concerns that continue in

the process of scanning collections—”there are a lot of issues that come with this

kind of practice, meaning that there’s questions of access, there’s questions of

ownership, copyright ownership.” Allahyari, however, is interested in what

happens post-3D scanning. “What happens after a Western tech company goes and

3D scans an artifact in Iran? Where does the profit they derive from these practices

end up going?” Devoted to remaining critical of her mediums, she recognizes the

power of using technology, and is interested in formulating ways to “disrupt” its

intended use.

Indeed Allahyari sees both the power and the gift of technology through a critical
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lens. She vividly remembers the experience of being blown away by a video where

she saw a 3D printer in action for the first time in 2013. The excitement of seeing

something digital become something physical moved her to work with this

technology materially and conceptually. In her project, Dark Matter (2013),

Allahyari gathered a collection of objects that are forbidden or unwelcome in Iran.

She digitally arranged the objects in humorous combinations and juxtapositions;

one example was a dog wearing a dildo attached to a satellite dish. These re-

configured and re-contextualized items exist as 3D printed sculptures and are part

of her oeuvre.

Allahyari continues to work with 3D printing as she responds to the world around

her. Many of us may recall the heartbreaking video of the Islamic State shattering

ancient artifacts in Mosul that went viral in 2015. In her project, Material Speculation

ISIS (2015), she digitally reconstructed twelve of the destroyed artifacts and

brought together artmaking, activism, poetics, history, and technology to respond

to the devastating meaning of that event. While she wanted to explore the practical

function and utility of 3D printer technology to recreate something that had been

lost, she also went a step further. “The sculptures are 3D printed in transparent

resin material and you can see memory cards and USB drives that I have inserted

inside of the sculptures that contain all the research,” she explains. Each individual
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piece contains all of the resources she used to complete the project: the PDF files of

her research, her email correspondence and communications with historians and

scholars, and finally, the 3D printable files of the artifact. A nod to future

generations, these pieces by Allahyari can be replicated, and exist “poetically as

time capsules.”
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 Allahyari refers to the term “re-figuring” as a way to relate past and future and

reclaim narratives. She states the importance of “the process of looking back into

the past and refiguring what was told to us as mythology… really seeing the power

through re-figuration is so much of reclaiming and reimagining and seeing

ourselves in other possible worlds, and building worlds with that.” The term “re-

figuration” becomes quite apparent in her project She Who Sees the Unknown

(2017-2021), a project in which she pursues her curiosity of unresolved and

unknown topics in Iranian and Arab mythology. In this work, she is inspired by

stories about jinn, the supernatural creatures from Islamic culture, traditionally

feared and respected in Iran.Specifically, Allahyari digitally recreates the

queer/female monstrous characters who are often portrayed negatively and are

considered less than those who are male. By reclaiming and magnifying these

figures, they become possibilities for disrupting colonizing and patriarchal power,

and exist as agents of change to reimagine a different future. Allahyari’s extensive

project joins elements of video, sculpture, and text, as well as a series of public

events, and a release of an entire archive on the material she gathered in her

research process.

As Allahyari re-figures and researches stories and histories, she reminds the Iranian

diaspora and perhaps diaspora subjects in general, of the importance of what is
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passed on generationally, how we hold our past, and shape our future. And just as

generously and passionately as she spoke about her own work, Allahyari conveyed

a beautiful message for future artists: “Always make your own formula. To me, it’s

always been about being a fish, you know, that swims in a direction in which I

want to swim. I feel if we could teach that concept to younger kids, rather than

telling them that they have to go to this school, have this type of studio practice,

email this many curators—all the things that you’re told to become a successful

artist. It’s the most powerful when you make your own way. And stay curious,”

she adds.

Allahyari’s next project, a speculative documentary, is called, The Remaining Signs of

Future Centuries. You can learn more about her work, by going to her website:

www.morehshin.com.

Cover Image: Portrait of Morehshin Allahyari, Brooklyn New York, Photo by Emily

Andrews, 2021.
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Space Pagans and Smartphone Witches: Where Tech Meets Mysticism
The internet allows us to discover, select and combine the spiritual traditions that suit us best. In a new exhibition, artists are exploring the
connections between ancient beliefs and futuristic systems.

By Josie Thaddeus-Johns

Nov. 24, 2021

DORTMUND, Germany — “Let’s use smartphones and tarot cards to connect to spirits,” reads the writing on the wall, illuminated in soft
ultraviolet light. “Let’s manufacture D.I.Y. devices to listen to invisible worlds.”

The incantations, printed as wallpaper, are part of the French artist Lucile Olympe Haute’s “Cyberwitches Manifesto,” an installation in a
show called “Technoshamanism” that is at the Hartware MedienKunstVerein in Dortmund, Germany, through March 6, 2022. The group
exhibition, which brings together the work of 12 artists and collectives, explores the connections between technology and esoteric,
ancestral belief systems.

In our always-online lives, the supernatural is having a high-tech moment. Spirituality is all over our feeds: The self-help guru Deepak
Chopra has co-founded his own NFT platform, witches are reading tarot on TikTok, and the A.I.-driven astrology app Co-Star has been
downloaded more than 20 million times.

Dr. Jeffrey A. Tolbert, an assistant professor who researches belief and digital ethnography at Penn State Harrisburg has an explanation.
“Because of the globalizing potential of the internet, people have access to belief traditions that were not easily accessible to them before,”
he said. In the United States, a growing number of people identify as “spiritual” but not “religious,” he noted, adding that the internet
allowed those people to discover, select and combine the spiritual traditions that most appealed to them.

Olympe Haute’s “Cyberwitches Manifesto.” In the work, incantations such as “Let’s use smartphones and tarot cards to connect to spirits,” are printed as wallpaper. Jannis

Wiebusch
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The curator of “Technoshamanism,” Inke Arns, said on a recent tour of the show that contemporary artists also recognized the widespread
presence of esoteric spirituality in the digital space. “I was asking myself, ‘How come, in different parts of the world, there is this strange
interest in not only reactivating ancestral knowledge but bringing this together with technology?’” she said.

Often, for artists, the answer comes down to anxiety about the environment, Arns said. “People realize we are in a very dire situation,” she
added, “from burning coal and fossil fuels. And it’s not stopping.” Ancient belief systems that were more in tune with nature, combined
with new technology, were providing a sense of hope for artists in facing the climate crisis, she said.

While technological progress is often seen as damaging to the environment, artists, Indigenous activists and hackers were trying to
reclaim technology for their own, esoteric purposes, said Fabiane Borges, a Brazilian researcher and member of a network called
Tecnoxamanismo. That collective organizes meetings and festivals in which participants use devices including D.I.Y.-hacked robots to
connect with ancestral belief systems and the natural world.

In the Dortmund show, a sense of hope shines through in several works that imagine a future for humans beyond Earth. Fifty prints by the
British artist Suzanne Treister from the series “Technoshamanic Systems: New Cosmological Models for Survival” fill one wall of the
museum, dreaming spiritual possibilities for the survival of our species.

Treister’s neat, colorful works on paper feature flying saucers and stars laid out in a kabbalah tree-of-life diagram, and blueprints for
imagined scientific systems and extraterrestrial architecture. As billionaires like Elon Musk and Jeff Bezos look to outer space as the next
frontier for human expansion, Treister has imagined a utopian alternative: space exploration as a process in which rituals and visions play
as much of a role as solar power and artificial intelligence.

Many esoteric practices connect communities to a higher power, Arns said, which is why outer space features in so many contemporary
artists’ explorations of spirituality. “It’s making a link between the microcosm and macrocosm,” she added, creating “an idea of a world
that doesn’t only include the Earth.”

Technologists have, of course, come up with a more digital way to enter new worlds: virtual reality. Many of V.R.’s founders were
interested in psychedelic experiences, a common feature of shamanic rituals. (The recent boom in ayahuasca ceremonies, where
participants drink a psychoactive brew, shows that the attraction remains strong.) Researchers at the University of Sussex, in England,
even used V.R. to attempt replicating a magic mushroom hallucination.

One of 50 works on paper from Suzanne Treister’s series “Technoshamanic Systems:
New Cosmological Models for Survival,” on display in the “Technoshamanism” show.
Suzanne Treister; Annely Juda Fine Art and PPOW

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2016/09/12/the-ayahuasca-boom-in-the-u-s
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-017-16316-2#Sec6
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In the “Technoshamanism” show in Dortmund, several works offer the viewer trippy visions. Morehshin Allahyari’s V.R. work “She Who
Sees the Unknown” conjures a sinister female djinn; at the artist’s request, the V.R. headset is worn lying down in the darkened space so
that the malevolent spirit hovers menacingly over the viewer. Another work, experienced through augmented-reality glasses, leads the
viewer through a meditative ritual in a gigantic papier-mâché shrine, weaving a spiraling light path with video holograms.

Rather than inventing their own virtual spiritual sites, other artists try to uncover the lost meaning of some that already exist. Tabita
Rezaire, for example, whose website describes her as “infinity incarnated into an agent of healing,” is showing a film installation exploring
megalithic stone circles in Gambia and Senegal. In a film playing on a flat-screen TV laid out on the museum floor, Rezaire investigates the
original purpose of the ancient sites through documentary interviews with their local guardians, as well as with astronomers and
archaeologists. Drawing on numerology, astrology and traditional African understanding of the cosmos, the interviews are superimposed
into hypnotic CGI visualizations of outer space.

In Morehshin Allahyari’s V.R. work “She Who Sees the Unknown,” the viewer lies on a bed wearing a headset that conjures a malevolent spirit.  Jannis Wiebusch
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Technology and spirituality could also come together to preserve ancient cultural practices that might otherwise be lost, Borges, the
researcher, said. She recalled that, at a 2016 festival organized by her network in Bahia, Brazil, teenagers with cellphones had recorded a
full-moon ritual performed by members of the Pataxó, an Indigenous community. The footage, which showed Pataxó people speaking their
ancient language in a trance, was later passed to local university researchers who are at work on expanding a dictionary, Borges said.

Interactions between new tools and esoteric practices can be seen across all sorts of mystical practices, Tolbert of Penn State said.
“Technology has always been a part of spirituality,” he noted, citing psychic mediums hosting their own Facebook groups and ghost
hunters using electromagnetic field detectors. “Most of them don’t see it, I think, as presenting any kind of a conflict,” he added.

Perhaps, then, as the “Cyberwitches Manifesto” suggests, there is more common ground than might be expected between the hackers and
the witches, the programmers and the psychics. As Tolbert put it: “What is technology, if not a way for an individual person to uncover
answers?”

“Mamelles Ancestrales” by Tabita Rezaire. In a film playing on a flat-screen TV laid out on
the museum floor, Rezaire investigates the original purpose of ancient sites in Gambia
and Senegal. Jannis Wiebusch
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 2 Activist Intension 
Mona Hatoum and Morehshin 
Allahyari’s Disruptive Bodies 

Astrid N. Korporaal 

In a global political landscape in which national borders are increasingly policed and 
surveilled, defnitions of citizenship, agency and solidarity are under pressure. How 
subjects claim the right to inhabit a place, move between sites of belonging and articu-
late transnational relationships has become a matter of resisting circumscription. Fol-
lowing the 9/11 attacks on the World Trade Center in the United States and the War 
on Terrorism throughout the Muslim world, the perceived threat of porous borders 
has been politically mobilised by ‘contemporary forms of national sovereignty’ as syn-
onymous with the threat of porous identities and bodies. Judith Butler has argued that 
political aggressions ‘constitute eforts to overcome .  .  . ineradicable dimensions of 
human dependency and sociality’ (2009, p. xiv) by dehumanising particular popula-
tions, while Michelle Murphy and Nancy Chen point out that internally marginalised 
communities are increasingly surveilled and pathologised as ‘damaged and doomed’ 
or ‘toxic’ (Murphy 2017, p.  495; Chen 2012). According to this ideology, immi-
grant, female, queer, non-white, trans and other liminal subjects threaten to erode 
and contaminate national territories and economies, as well as individual security and 
identity.1 

Furthermore, Butler argues that these vulnerable minorities are denied ‘livability’ 
and ‘grievability’ (2009). Their injuries and deaths remain largely unnamed and un-
mourned in the media. Through uninhabitable identifcations, these bodies are lim-
ited in their imaginative, relational and physical freedoms. Simultaneously, they are 
required to make themselves transparent to power by presenting evidence of their 
location and movement. They are expected to perform within the marginal identities 
allocated to them, in what Kobena Mercer (1990) and Stuart Hall (1996) call ‘the bur-
den of representation’. Initially, the representational activism associated with identity 
politics promoted transnational advocacy, through exercises in consciousness-raising 
and reclaiming oppressive labels. Recently, however, this language has been progres-
sively co-opted by neoliberal ideologies into exclusionary forms of socio-political 
tribalism (Dean 1996), biometric technologies of identifcation (Magnet 2011) and 
bioinformatic commodities (Nakamura and Chow-White 2012).2 

Contemporary visual activism runs up against this complex virtual geography of 
borders, access and data, in which representations and objectifcations are entwined. 
Feminist scholars such as Butler have attempted to revive transcultural solidarity 
and representational agency via the shared experiences of vulnerability. Extending 
her research into the performativity of (gender) identity (1990), Butler has turned to 
embodied interdependencies as expressions of ‘the social network of hands that seeks 
to minimize the unlivability of lives’ (2009, p. 67). She argues that exposure to the 
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need of others, whom we may not initially recognise or relate to, works to ‘disrupt 
any established notion of the “we”’ (2009, p. 14). Taking the Arab Spring and Occupy 
movements as key examples of this ‘politics of the street’, Butler studies bodies that 
gather in public assembly, ‘to express their indignation and enact their plural existence 
in public space’, demanding recognition and liveable conditions (2015, p. 26). 

As these embodied enunciations have become the subject of attention, artistic prac-
tices that enact vulnerability have also become associated with activism. Performance-
based practices have become central to academic discussions of visual activism, ethics 
(Ridout and Schneider 2012) and ‘the social turn’ (Bishop 2006, 2012b) in art. How-
ever, an encounter with an artistic performance of vulnerability does not necessarily 
result in a process of social change or even solidarity. As Jane Blocker (2008) argues, 
performative disruption has become part of an ‘aesthetics of risk’, often transferring the 
experience of risk to dispossessed subjects, problematically echoing Western tactics of 
warfare and the spread of corporate capitalism. More broadly, Amelia Jones observes 
that contemporary performance art, while associated with interpersonal, authentic 
and transformative experiences, often takes place as ‘a kind of “redo” of “real life”’ 
(2011, p. 24) within a gallery. She argues that the live re-enactment ‘destroys presence 
(or makes the impossibility of its being secured evident)’ (2011, p. 18). Even partici-
patory performances resemble, for Jones, ‘a simulation of relational exchange with 
others (not just the artist, but the other spectators, the guards, the “managers of the 
event)”’ (2011, p. 18). 

Butler’s ethical politics invites us to extend our consideration of visual culture as an 
activist tool for the embodied disruption of representations. Is it possible for artistic 
practices to enact the ‘plural performativity’ Butler advocates, and does this require 
the preservation of notions of authenticity and presence based on live physical encoun-
ters? Can artists expand our political notion of visual activism and ‘corporeal vulner-
ability’ by performing across spheres of liveness, representation and intimacy? What 
are the creative possibilities for articulating the sphere of appearance that Butler posits 
is ‘both mobilized and disabled’ (2015, p. 79) by the assembly of vulnerable bodies? 
How can visual activism connect bodies that are not entirely or identifably present, 
enabling transnational solidarity? 

The shift of public life to virtual arenas calls for a reinterpretation of the intimate 
exposures explored by female ‘body performance’ artists such as Marina Abramović, 
Lee Bul, Gina Pane, Coco Fusco, VALIE EXPORT and Carolee Schneemann, among 
others. Bernadette Wegenstein narrates the development of ‘the body as a medium’ 
as an evolution from performances of vulnerable embodiment and collective agency 
in the 1960s, towards performances of the ‘vulnerability of disembodiment’ and dis-
placed or externally controlled agency in digital environments in the 1990s (2006, 
p. 76). As feminist theorists such as Donna Haraway and Jane Bennett have pointed 
out, however, digital territories are intertwined with physical power structures (Hara-
way 1991), and agency takes place in symbiosis with other human and non-human 
materialities (Bennett 2010). 

In this chapter, I argue that the transformative potential of artistic performances of 
vulnerability lies in the tension between embodiment and disembodiment, visibility 
and opacity, presence and absence. Focusing on two contemporary female artists of 
diferent generations, Mona Hatoum (a Palestinian artist) and Morehshin Allahyari 
(an Iranian media artist, activist and writer), I discuss a number of ways they avoid 
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reproducing institutionally sanctioned representations of precarity, by directing their 
address across diferent scales of embodied experience. Furthermore, I compare the 
ways these two artists negotiate the increasing technological and social surveillance of 
marginalised bodies, by re-imagining solidarity across borders. 

I propose the term ‘intensional’ activism to describe these practices, to emphasise 
their active mobilisation of the tension carried by bodies when negotiating uneven ter-
ritories of access, visibility and belonging. Furthermore, they incorporate feminist new 
materialist and post-humanist conceptions of the body as multiple, by extending its 
spheres of action as well as appearance. I argue that these ‘intensional’ practices sup-
port transcultural visual activism and solidarity by resisting neoliberal expectations of 
constant presence, physical exposure and public identifcation. 

Performance, Separation and Allegiance 

Two bare feet, exposed by rolled-up trousers, stride across the centre of a screen. Fol-
lowed by a camera, they slowly navigate the littered pavement of a crowded public 
road. Two large boots are tied to the ankles by their laces, almost kicking the unpro-
tected heels with each step. The camera shifts to a wide shot from above. We can’t see 
what the walker sees, whether she is watching her feet or scanning the surroundings. 
She doesn’t seem to communicate with people around her. The walker’s movements 
are the only ones that appear out of the ordinary on this busy London street. As a 
performance of physical vulnerability, did this artwork disrupt the social fabric of its 
surroundings? 

Roadworks (1985) was an hour-long performance by Mona Hatoum, carried out in 
Brixton as part of an exhibition organised by the Brixton Arts Collective (18 May–8 
June 1985). The piece was performed in the wake of the 1981 and 1985 riots. In Brix-
ton, the predominantly Afro-Caribbean community struggled with unemployment 
and poor housing, and riots broke out in response to increasing police violence, raids 
and ‘stop and search’ practices. Like Hatoum’s other early performances, Roadworks 
was an exercise in bodily endurance. In Roadworks, the Doc Martens boots associ-
ated with police and skinheads inhibited Hatoum’s steps (Figure 2.1). In Under Siege 
(1982), the artist struggled in a transparent cube with liquid clay, painfully slipping 
for seven hours, and in The Negotiating Table (1983), she lay motionless, covered 
with blood, raw kidney meat and gauze, enclosed in a transparent body bag. Mean-
while, radio fragments discussing Israel’s invasion of Lebanon and Western declara-
tions of peace played in the gallery space. 

In this same period, Hatoum’s Palestinian–Christian family were caught up in the 
Lebanese civil war, and Palestinians elsewhere struggled under military occupation by 
Israel, subjected to detention, surveillance, incarceration and torture. Stranded in the 
United Kingdom in the wake of the Lebanese civil war, Hatoum staged situations in 
which she was muted, trapped or constrained.3 A kind of aesthetic allegiance takes 
place in works such as Under Siege and The Negotiating Table, whose titles and set-
tings reference geopolitical violence. What does it mean to re-perform these enclo-
sures? These works recall Butler’s descriptions of corporeal vulnerability as an ethical 
address, an invitation to witness. But there are also distinct diferences, as Hatoum is 
physically and temporally removed from other ‘disposable’ and ‘ungrievable’ bodies, 
and seems to actively accentuate the separation from her direct surroundings. 
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  Figure 2.1 Mona Hatoum, Roadworks, 1985, performed for ‘Roadworks’, Brixton Art Gal-
lery, London 

Source: © Mona Hatoum. Courtesy the artist (Photo: Patrick Gilbert) 

Exposures, Remainders, Intervals 

Discussing Hatoum’s work in connection with Butler’s political ethics of vulnerabil-
ity, Elena Tzelepis describes The Negotiating Table as a ‘becoming-carcass’ (2016, 
p. 151). For Tzelepis, Hatoum ‘performs the destruction of the human body’s integ-
rity, thus exposing the utter superfuity and disposability of the confned bodies of 
Palestine’s occupation’ (2016, p. 164). The carcass is a symbol of the violated body 
and a departure from human individuality, as well as a remainder of that violence. 
For Tzelepis, Hatoum’s work is a performance of displacement and dismemberment, 
an embodied witnessing to loss. Refecting on her experience viewing The Negotiating 
Table in Athens in 2012, Tzelepis states that the work echoed local scenes of impover-
ishment and dispossession. She describes the artist’s body as imaginatively intertwin-
ing with the image of a homeless person, forming an ‘amorphous and dismembered 
mass’ (2016, p. 150). 



 

  

Activist Intension 35 

Figure 2.2 Mona Hatoum,  The Negotiating Table, 1983, performed at The Western Front, 
Vancouver 

Source: © Mona Hatoum. Courtesy The Western Front, Vancouver (Photo: Eric Metcalfe) 

From Tzelepis’ perspective, the work is a reminder of a universal relationship to 
injury, and ‘the singularity of vulnerable bodies as they are exposed to each other’ 
(2016, p.  164). But the way this exposure works bears further analysis. Hatoum, 
after all, does not visibly or audibly address the audience, or the dispossessed outside. 
In fact, she emphasises the boundary between her physical presence and that of the 
audience. Both the plastic body bag in The Negotiation Table and the plastic sheet-
ing in Under Siege are smeared with materials (blood and clay) that render them 
opaque, visually accessible only as a closed loop of repeated violence (Figure 2.2). Is 
there another way Hatoum’s body is communicating a relational vulnerability? How 
circuits of embodied afliation might disrupt their surroundings is a question that 
can also be asked of Butler’s politics: how the alliance between marginalised bodies 
translates into wider spaces ‘to live together, across diferences, sometimes in modes of 
unchosen proximity’ (Butler 2015, p. 27). To register the ways Hatoum’s works func-
tion beyond the representation or re-enactment of physical exposure, it is important 
to attend to their circulation. 

Refecting on the institutional collection of live acts, Rebecca Schneider (2016) pos-
its that performances are ‘endlessly incomplete’, since their documentation carries 
them into an afterlife as ‘resonances circulating, like orature, in a complex network 
of cross-live, cross-temporal, cross-reference’ (2016, p. 99). Discussing Roadworks, 
Schneider wonders whether the interval between the performance and the photograph 
Performance Still (1985–1995) might be a continuation of its sense of ‘being out of 
step’ (2016, p. 106). Schneider routes our attention from a unique moment of liveness 
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to ‘an interinanimacy that takes place across us’ (2016, p. 106). In her earlier book 
Performing Remains, Schneider referred to this interinanimation, as 

a constant (re)turn of, to, from and between states in animation .  .  . a critical 
mode of remaining, as well as a mode of remaining critical: passing on, staying 
alive, in order to pass on the past as past, not indeed, as (only) present. 

(2011, p. 7) 

From this perspective, Hatoum’s performance does not merely repeat violent enclo-
sures. It animates the space of remainder as a durational interplay between moments, 
locations and lives. The artist exposes the audience to the urgent edge between the live 
and non-live, a porous sphere of potential contamination. Somatically addressed by 
this extended temporality of potential and past violence, life and afterlives, the audi-
ence is implicated in the interval, and the question of what will happen next. 

Surveillance, Tension and Mobilisation 

A study of the video documentation of both Roadworks and The Negotiation Table 
reveals how the artist uses the virtual sphere to make palpable precisely what eludes 
the habitual, institutionalised gaze: the dispersal of the body into a feld of forces that 
resist fxed representation. In the video, the camera frame shifts between observa-
tional schemas of mapping and dissecting: constantly distancing and zooming in. The 
surveillance camera, when attempting to identify possible threats, misses the intervals 
between bodies: the invisible tension that remains in the air after every harassment 
and the looks shared by those followed and watched.4 The artist, dragging empty 
police boots, seems to carry this tension in her deliberately impeded steps. The work 
acknowledges a hidden presence, without revealing it. 

Studying photographic archives produced of ‘identifcation photographs’ created to 
track black and migrant communities, Tina M. Campt has argued for the importance 
of listening to the ‘sonic frequencies of images’ (2017, p. 71). Campt suggests that it is 
possible to register an ‘articulate quietness’ in these photos, originating from ‘practices 
that are pervasive and ever-present yet occluded by their seeming absence or erasure in 
repetition, routine, or internalization’ (2017, p. 4). Emphasising her restricted steps in 
Roadworks and breathing in The Negotiation Table, Hatoum works with and through 
the vulnerability of the body to evoke a similar mode of quiet resistance, mobilising 
almost imperceptible tensions as ‘psychic and physical responses (rather than submis-
sion)’ to structures of oppression (2017, p. 51). Slipping through the cracks of the 
representational regime, Roadworks performs a similar internalisation and dissemina-
tion of quiet resistance. 

Opening her body to outside agencies and experience, Hatoum taps into a sphere 
of what I  am calling ‘intensional’ activism. This in-tension involves an incorpora-
tion of a feld of forces and agencies into the artist’s performance. The acknowledge-
ment of invisible oppressions makes them grievable, somewhat relieving their weight: 
a step towards more liveable conditions. The artist, by ‘dragging’ the disruptive trace 
of past dispossession and possession, to borrow Fred Moten’s term (2003, p.  22), 
makes it possible to imagine this intensity being translated across diferent spheres 
of time, space and materiality. In Roadworks, Hatoum simultaneously traces the iso-
lating experience of minorities under surveillance, and passes underneath that gaze, 
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(re-)animating the potentiality of resistance. She mobilises the concealed tension of 
past and present oppression, from the pavement to the body, from the body to the 
image, and from the image perhaps to a resonance in the viewer. Rather than repeating 
an aesthetic of poverty and precarity to produce uncritical images of creative survival, 
which Anna Dezeuze (2006) calls ‘slum chic’, Hatoum sets tension in motion. Inten-
tionally, or rather ‘intensionally’, she inserts her own body as a fgure of solidarity and 
shifts the disruptive pressure of instability and insecurity towards the gallery audience.5 

Materialities, Intentions and Occupations 

In the documentation of The Negotiation Table, the camera gradually zooms out from 
a bloodied detail to a shrinking mass, following the distancing gaze of surveillance. 
The image we start with, however, registers the almost imperceptible pulse of the 
artist’s breath. This breath mingles with animal fesh, blood, plastic and gauze and 
enhances the impression of the border of the body becoming porous, afecting the 
atmosphere. During the slow zoom out, this pulsing remains connected to the viewer’s 
gaze. As the artist struggles to breathe, both present and absent onlookers are held in 
subconscious suspense, their breaths coalescing imperceptibly in an expanded sphere 
of intensity. 

Dragged by the physical pull of the breath and the virtual pull of the camera, the 
audience is drawn into the space of interdependence, perhaps becoming aware that the 
recordings on the invasion of Lebanon drown out the sound of the artist’s breath. In 
order to keep the breath animated, to attend to this barely perceptible life, we become 
responsible for unchosen proximities, even if the ‘economy of visibility’ (Kuan Wood 
2015) pushes us in another direction. Turning from the distancing operation of West-
ern media narratives, we become exposed to a sense of complicity for the erasure of 
other lives. Smuggling the injured, enclosed, vulnerable and restricted body into the 
gallery, into the street and into our homes, Hatoum’s performances make their alle-
giance clear, while directing the contaminating force of instability towards internalised 
assumptions and embodied relations. 

Schneider, broadening her theory of performative remains into the feld of new mate-
rialism, refers to Karen Barad’s notion of ‘intra-action’ as a material confguration that 
enacts a performative ‘agential cut’ between subject and object (2003, p. 815). For 
Schneider, the ‘intra-inanimation’ of materialities translates into a diferentiation and 
co-becoming ‘through a cut, or interval . . . without the resultant distinction among 
intra-actants being essentially prior to or inherent in the interval of their exchange’ 
(2017, p. 265). Returning to Hatoum’s ‘intensional’ performances, we can observe 
that they reveal how arbitrary the borders we construct between human bodies are, 
without dissipating the intensity of individual sufering. 

As a form of visual activism, these embodied performances allow the artist to simul-
taneously express and take distance from personal experience, freeing up space for 
new alliances. These transcultural and cross-border connections are not simulated: the 
risk of responsibility for other lives remains a mobilising force, rather than becoming 
fxed into a symbolic memorial. Hatoum’s works invert the direction of performa-
tive ‘outsourcing’, which Claire Bishop describes as employing the ‘real’ bodies of 
marginalised communities, who produce ‘a guarantee of authenticity, through their 
proximity to everyday social reality, conventionally denied to the artist, who deals 
merely in representations’ (Bishop 2012a, p. 110). Instead, both artist and audience 
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are liberated from the demand to perform a singular identity, becoming involved in a 
porous sphere of relation. This same porosity serves, almost imperceptibly, to pass on 
the activating tension of dissent and to create space to breathe and relieve pressures. 

Myths and Animations 

A recent series of works by Iranian-American artist Morehshin Allahyari sets out 
from a similar activist position, by resisting the visual, physical and virtual occupa-
tions of women’s bodies and spaces of radical imagination. Titled She Who Sees the 
Unknown (2017–2020), these works use 3D modelling and interactive storytelling 
to inter-animate female and queer fgures from Middle Eastern myths.6 One of these 
pieces, The Laughing Snake (2018), is mainly web-based, combining hyperlinked 
poetry, transcribed memories, soundscapes and 3D animations in an interactive online 
experience. The hypertext narrative takes the mythological fgure of the ‘laughing 
snake’, a female jinn, as its central protagonist. In this piece, Allahyari builds on a 
fourteenth-century myth recorded in the Arabic Kitab al-bulhan, or Book of Wonders, 
and the Book of Felicity. In these tales, the jinn takes over a city and spreads destruc-
tion, but is fnally defeated when shown her own refection by a group of men with a 
mirror. 

In Allahyari’s work, the mythical laughing snake becomes animated as a fgure 
that connects the pasts, presents and futures of real and imagined women, refect-
ing experiences of patriarchy and germinating responses across geographical con-
texts. Extending the notion of possession to a radical openness, Allahyari’s fgure 
mediates between virtual and physical spaces. Upon entering the online environment, 
the reader is invited to click through narratives that branch of into multiple paths, 
depending on our actions. In an undulating darkness, a feminine voice introduces the 
jinn as one ‘who knows and sees the unknown, and lays them bare’. This prelude then 
shifts to textual descriptions of ‘She’ who: ‘stands rootless yet rooted’, as ‘destroyer 
of all occupiers’. Meanwhile, the jinn animates the screen as dark shadows, waves 
and curves. 

Clicking through the narrative, a mask-like face appears against the opaque back-
ground, while highlighted words lead to diferent routes. The distancing language 
collapses as the sentences starting with ‘she’ turn into declarations led by ‘I’, ‘me’ or 
‘we’. In the background, 3D images of the jinn multiply, approaching and receding 
while rotating their snake-like bodies (Figure 2.3). Several declarations take the form 
of confessions drawn from the embodied experience of women in the Middle East. 
As readers, we are drawn into these accounts of sexual harassment, abuse, restric-
tions and racialised violence. We read these events from the position of the ‘I’ and are 
tethered to their unfolding through our clicks. At the same time, there is no illusion of 
being able to grasp these experiences completely or to form a clear image of the event. 
The accounts are short, and disjointed by altering words and phrases. Rather than a 
mappable territory, the work is a realm of expanding and contracting possibilities, of 
disorientating re-routings. 

Similar to Butler’s observations on the politics of public assemblies, Allahyari’s work 
de-centres the singular position of the individual. While Butler’s discussions focus on 
the disruptive agency of physical presence and exposure, however, The Laughing 
Snake explores inter-relational responsibility by mediating between the actual and 
the virtual. Although the narrative routes in the work are limited in number, neither 
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Figure 2.3 Morehshin Allahyari, She Who Sees the Unknown: The Laughing Snake, 2017– 
2020, still image from Net Art piece, co-commissioned by Liverpool Biennial, Whit-
ney Museum of American Art and FACT 

Source: Image courtesy artist, 2018 

the artist nor the audience predetermines their order. The fgure of the laughing snake 
is not a reproduction of a single body or a representation of the vulnerabilities and 
expectations habitually circumscribed by the labels ‘female’, ‘Iranian’, ‘immigrant’ or 
‘muslim’. 

Instead, the fgure circumvents origins by becoming repeatedly, performatively 
embodied by latent histories, personal experiences and subjective associations, by 
both the artist and the audience. Like the Guy Fawkes masks worn by many Occupy 
protestors, the visage of the laughing snake signals a common intent: to reignite the 
revolutionary charge of a mythical fgure, and to create a more liveable collective 
space or body. Furthermore, the artwork invites us to undergo a performative embod-
iment by inhabiting a diferent and destabilising perspective, mingling and fusing with 
our existing experiences. Partially incorporating the fragmented avatar, we are both 
present and absent, shaping and being shaped by the virtual event. 

Digital Colonialism and Re-Figuration 

While Butler refers to bodies exposed to one another as a ‘social network’ (2009, 
p. 67), McKenzie Wark (2016) has observed that virtual representation should not 
merely be considered an extension of the public square. Wark argues that contempo-
rary public spaces have become determined by global media imaginaries in ways that 
do not necessarily double the rules of physical space. The practice of solidarity must 
therefore also take into account the ‘virtual geography of the event’ and its produc-
tion of proximities and distances (2016). Gatherings such as those on Tahrir Square or 
Occupy Wall Street demand media representation but also generate alternative struc-
tures of communication, some visible and audible, and some hidden or underground. 
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The Laughing Snake disseminates episodes of embodied and gendered vulnerabil-
ity that are often concealed by the patriarchal frame of representation. However, the 
artist is careful not to reproduce the tendency of what she terms ‘digital colonialism’ 
in her work. Allahyari notes that Western museums attempting to digitally preserve 
non-Western histories and cultural artifacts also often limit access to images, informa-
tion and objects through legal and technological borders. These projects frequently 
reconstruct the meaning of artifacts superfcially, as a universally owned heritage, 
while restricting copyrights. In this way, the institutions conceal the complex histories 
of violence that led to the destruction of said artifacts, as well as the ongoing damage 
to the people and cultures associated with them.7 This is a violence of selective vis-
ibility, in which a few vulnerable objects (or bodies) are mobilised for political ends. 
As the artist (2019) argues: 

ISIS reclaims the object’s [sic] through destruction, through creating absence. The 
western governments and tech companies reclaim it after destruction, through a 
new kind of presence; and we fail to see the violence of that presence in the way 
we see the violence of the absence. 

What Allahyari (2019) terms ‘violent care’ recalls Eyal Weizman’s description of 
justice in the contemporary era of ‘forensics’ (2012, p. 5). While the era of the witness 
valued of presence and proximity, forensics demands afective detachment. Weizman 
explains: 

Forensic aesthetics is the mode of appearance of things in forums—the gestures, 
techniques, and technologies of demonstration; methods of theatricality, narra-
tive, and dramatization; image enhancement and technologies of projection; the 
creation and demolition of reputation, credibility and competence. 

(2012, p. 10) 

Similarly, André Lepecki argues that neoliberal capitalism has appropriated afective 
performance into what he terms ‘dis-experience’: ‘the monitoring and monetizing 
of the ways participants–consumers feel, narrate and disseminate their experiences’ 
(2016, p. 170). Both modes of aesthetics rely on illusions of authenticity and collective 
participation, through forms of presentation and performance that are disconnected 
from subjective encounters and messy entanglements. 

Resisting these uses of media and technology, Allahyari attempts to ‘re-fgure’ the 
virtual objects and bodies occupied by the violence of representation. Retrieving 
lost or destroyed fgures in order to re-imagine alternative futures, to ‘collapse the 
political notion of space and time as an act of resistance’ (Allahyari and Paul 2019), 
Allahyari enacts a visual activism that takes infrastructures of care into consideration. 
In Material Speculation: ISIS (2015–2016), the artist recreated 12 objects from the 
Mosul Museum’s collection that were destroyed by ISIS in 2015. Inside each sculpture 
Allahyari embedded a fash drive containing all her research into the object’s history, 
including images, maps and videos, as well as the fle for the reproduction itself (Fig-
ure 2.4). These drives are visible through the translucent resin but unattainable until 
a museum or collection commits to preserve the object and make the archive open 
access. This interplay of transparency and opacity, accessibility and inaccessibility, 
attempts to disrupt the cycle of representational justice and reclamation, in which one 
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Figure 2.4 Morehshin Allahyari, Material Speculation: ISIS – Lamassu, 2016, 3D printed 
sculpture and fash drive 

Source: Image courtesy of the artist 

reality substitutes and destroys another. Allahyari’s replicas are non-identical traces of 
the original, carrying the potential to inspire diverging cultural associations without 
collapsing them into a fattened, universal signifer. At the same time, they remind us 
that revolutionary exchanges require sustained responsibility. 

Possession and Dispersal 

In The Laughing Snake, Allahyari’s re-fguring turns to Islamic mythology and the 
revolutionary potential of female experiences. Its exploration of virtual possession 
rejects the tropes of self-identifcation, ownership and appropriation. Assembling the 
voices, memories and imaginations of the artist and audience, the work becomes a 
space of diversity. We could say that Allahyari’s re-fgured jinn breaks the mirror that 
works, as post-humanist theorist Donna Haraway argues, to ‘displace the same else-
where’, in favour of difraction, which records ‘the history of interaction, interference, 
reinforcement, diference’ (1997, p. 273). Allahyari’s work refuses to recognise the 
image of the female body refected in the patriarchal mirror. As the mirror shatters, 
the jinn disperses into multiple bodies that can look back, speak back, translate their 
diferent perspectives and experiences into activist power. 

The reader becomes part of this process, without being in complete control. On 
one path, after clicking ‘I am sixteen’, we fnd a progression of tales of catcalling, 
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unwanted touching, stalking, harassment and exposure by ‘young boys, middle-aged 
fathers and old old grandpas’. Each account contains the word ‘CASUALLY’, which, 
when clicked on, morphs into phrases such as ‘CAUSING HYSTERICAL PAROX-
YSM’, or ‘CAUSING EVENTUAL MONSTROSITY’, or ‘CAUSING A WINNABLE 
WAR’. The reference to ‘casual’ behaviour points to the normative acceptance and 
reproduction of sexual harassment and discrimination, which take place both in sur-
reptitious and blatantly visible ways, structurally infltrating our (subconscious) pre-
conceptions. While labels of hysteria and monstrosity refer to emotional and inhuman 
excesses, perhaps these intense responses, which can disrupt and contaminate the bor-
ders of what we consider normal, are needed to resist the cycle of violence. This resist-
ance is both embodied and viral, as it becomes incorporated into our shared sense of 
self and reality, a changing notion of ‘we’. 

On other routes, every sentence on the screen becomes clickable, causing declara-
tions such as: ‘LAUGH AT THE REVOLUTION—unless it’s our revolution’ to fll the 
screen. Readers are actively involved in uncovering these directives for the future and 
mantras of liberation, creating a silent but embodied echo. The tensions between the 
perspectives of she, I and we are not dissipated; the artist does not create a fnal image 
of resolution. We can choose to continue or repeat the journey of the narrative, mak-
ing it present by adding fragments of our own experiences and projections, as we take 
responsibility for the story’s unfolding. The disorientation inherent in this fragmentary 
progression places an emphasis on embodied interaction, inviting the audience to feel 
our way through the interrelations and expand our notion of a shared body. 

This resulting attentivity exceeds the individual’s capacity to give account of oneself, 
much like Butler’s corporeal vulnerability. It turns towards interdependence and con-
taminates the acceptable, policed image of public space to transform the circulation of 
experiences and memories into correspondences and solidarities across national and 
cultural boundaries. What Allahyari ofers is a sphere of intensity and revolutionary 
intention, a work of art and an act of ‘intensional’ activism, infused by the poten-
tial circuited by this porous fgure: the laughing snake. This sphere ofers protection 
from the enclosing forces of social surveillance and physical borders. At the same 
time, it encourages the audience to creatively explore their proximity to the diverse 
agencies responsible for these pressures, as well as the agency needed to resist their 
continuation. 

Intensional Activism, Multiple Futures 

In the works of Allahyari and Hatoum discussed above, comparable situations of 
instability are set up, through which the tension of past and present oppressions are 
activated and allowed to circulate. The artists address the vulnerability of marginal-
ised bodies, including experiences of physical and psychological injury, alienation and 
enclosure, but they refuse the burden of representing and reproducing the identifying 
categories and societal borders meant to contain these experiences. In diferent ways, 
they create performative fgures that can gather the physical and virtual traces of these 
experiences, without circumscribing them to specifc labels or singular bodies. These 
artists enact what I term ‘intensional’ activism: a mode of solidarity that takes into 
account and redistributes the embodied pressures and barely perceptible gaps pro-
duced by unequal hierarchies of agency, visibility and movement. Intensional activ-
ism takes what Claire Waterton and Kathryn Yusof call the ‘double-edged sword of 
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creative and violent cuts’ (2017, p. 7) of indeterminate embodiment and mobilises it 
to extend the porosity of identity, agency and solidary. 

Both artists work with the tension between bodies, positions and the dualistic sepa-
rations created by geopolitical hierarchies. They explore this tension by attending 
to the gap between the image of the body and its experience. Rather than focusing 
on the physical assembly of vulnerable bodies as a way to occupy the public square 
and demand recognition in the frame of media representation, the practices discussed 
above develop another form of plural performativity. ‘Intensional’ activism gathers, 
drags and carries the fragments of embodied experience created by the trauma of being 
identifed, objectifed, tracked, categorised and erased, allowing them to extend into 
invisible and virtual spheres of relation. Through the connective tension and remote 
intimacy of repeated gestures, atmospheric exchanges, imaginative associations and 
repeated memories, a performative body is assembled. This inter-animated body does 
not attempt to reclaim an original, authentic or universal experience. It ofers the 
opportunity to communicate across perspectives and modes of attention, and expands 
the category of ‘othered’ identity through visible and invisible extensions, virtual and 
physical proximities. 

In a time when spheres of physical and digital solidarity are becoming increas-
ingly polarised, performative artworks that invite us to extend the limits of our bod-
ies and open to new perspectives are crucial to our ability to imagine and care for 
other futures. The practice of ‘intensional’ activism destabilises the virtual borders 
that interpenetrate every aspect of contemporary life, from surveillance and media 
to conservation and communication infrastructures. Visible and invisible impressions 
of the marginalised body are smuggled into the gallery, the streets and our homes, 
creating new sites for interpersonal awareness. Exceeding the singular image and rep-
resentational occupation, these fgures bring with them a portable and porous space 
of unbelonging, which creates gaps for multiple bodies, voices and agencies to slip 
through. This space of ‘intensional’ encounters disrupts our habitual afliations and 
self-images, in order to re-imagine the visual as a passage for diverse traces, reorienta-
tions, absences, opacities and resistances. More than a process of resolution, recogni-
tion or consolidation, the visual becomes a catalyst for seeing-with and feeling-with 
the revolutionary interval between absence and presence. 

Notes 
1. This chapter was written in the midst of the COVID-19 pandemic, when fear of contamina-

tion was used to boost police powers and border controls in many nations. 
2. Nakamura and Chow-White specifcally discuss the spectacle of American commercial tel-

evision shows in which genetic tests ‘reveal’ their subjects’ race as quantifed datasets (2012). 
3. The artist, who was born in Beirut, was forced to stay in London when the Lebanese civil 

war broke out during a visit in 1975. 
4. The Black Audio Film Collective’s experimental documentary Handsworth Songs (1986) 

explored how the media narrative of criminal activity, gang wars and clashes between immi-
grant groups in the wake of the 1985 riots in Birmingham served to cover up growing social 
unrest in an area plagued by the rise of white nationalism, violent racist attacks and police 
brutality. 

5 Dezeuze (2006) surveys a number of artworks that draw on the survival strategies of shan-
tytown dwellers. She argues that these works ambivalently aestheticise the signifers of pre-
cariousness or precariousness itself, with the danger of confating and romanticising diferent 
varieties of insecurity, while eliding political alternatives. 
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6. More on this series and other works by the Allahyari can be found at: www.morehshin.com/. 
7. One of the examples Allahyari gives of this ‘violent care’ is the collaboration between the 

UK-based Institute for Digital Archaeology, UNESCO and Dubai’s Museum of the Future 
to reconstruct Palmyra’s 1,800-year-old Arch after its destruction by ISIS. Regarding a video 
of the unveiling of the Arch’s replica in London’s Trafalgar Square in April 2016, Allahyari 
notes: 

People in audience applaud [sic]. Then they take turns to take selfes with the new Pal-
myra and they perhaps go back to their safe homes never thinking back at what it was 
that was wrong with that image; how ISIS formed in frst place as a result of U.S. and 
Europe invasion of the Middle-East. 

(2019) 
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Morehshin Allahyari: She Who Sees the Unknown

When anger and malice show no effect ... laughter can loosen the coil
By Joel Kuennen
SEPT 2019

Morehshin Allahyari, She Who Sees The Unknown: The Laughing Snake, MacKenzie Gallery, Regina, 2019. Installation with
3D printed plastic sculpture, mirrored room, and interactive hypertextual narrative, 2019. Photo: Don Hall.

Regina, Saskatchewan

MacKenzie Gallery
May 24 – August 25, 2019

Radical empathy has emerged as a strategy to reorient a culture of systemic disaffection created by the alienation of
capitalism. In general, radical empathy means primacing the experience of other people, other animals, other organisms
and plants, internalizing the interplay of complex biological systems in order to place the self within a complex array of
dependencies. Morehshin Allahyari’s exhibition, She Who Sees the Unknown in Regina, Saskatchewan at The MacKenzie
Gallery showcased a different kind of radical empathy, one that empathizes with the marginalized and urges a usurpation
of the forces that dissimilate to, as Allahyari says, “colonize the colonizers.”

She Who Sees the Unknown includes three of Allahyari’s jinns: Aisha Qandisha (2018), Huma (2017), and The Laughing
Snake (2018). The MacKenzie is a collecting museum with around 4,000 works in the provincial capital of the Canadian
prairies and a new mission to bolster their indigenous collection (800 works), present new and challenging work to their
public, and develop a narrative of cultural engagement that reflects Canada’s diverse population. To move towards these

https://brooklynrail.org/events?hat
https://brooklynrail.org/2019/09/artseen/Morehshin-Allahyari-She-Who-Sees-the-Unknown
https://brooklynrail.org/search
https://brooklynrail.org/donate?a
https://brooklynrail.org/2019/9/artseen
https://brooklynrail.org/contributor/Joel-Kuennen


12/13/22, 6:41 PM Morehshin Allahyari: She Who Sees the Unknown – The Brooklyn Rail

https://brooklynrail.org/2019/09/artseen/Morehshin-Allahyari-She-Who-Sees-the-Unknown 2/6

ambitious goals, they tapped John G. Hampton, former resident of Regina, Chickasaw Nation member, and up-and-coming
curator to become the McKenzie’s first Director of Programs. It makes sense then to turn to Allahyari, an Iranian artist
who resides in the United States, whose work refigures power relations, reactivates archives, and shifts expectations of
what new media work can do.

Jinns, popularized in the West as genies, are something like spirits or naiades, causation for maladies or inspiration for
gladness, conditions of the environment. Their lore has survived monotheism and their analog in English is hard to pin
down, but something close to the cause of a cause, like the hunger that drives the mosquito to bite.

She Who Sees the Unknown opens with a small library of texts, Reading Room (2016-ongoing), a practice of critical
contextualization that began in 2016 with the first iteration of She Who Sees the Unknown at Transfer Gallery’s former
space in Brooklyn. Donna Haraway’s Anthropocene, Capitalocene, Chthulucene: Staying with the trouble sits next to Reza
Negarestani’s Cyclonopedia, resting on top of Rammali (The Science of Geomancy). These contextualizations allow for
deep engagements with the conceptual underpinnings of the work, or, at least, the titles serve as invocations to frame the
work to come: Cyborgs or Goddesses? / Power and Protection / Madness and Civilization / Speaking of Us / The Monstrous
Goddess.

http://transfergallery.com/morehshin-allahyari-she-who-sees-the-unknown/
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Morehshin Allahyari, She Who Sees The Unknown: Aisha Qandisha, MacKenzie Gallery, Regina, 2019. Installation with 3D
printed resin sculpture, reflecting pool, and HD video, 2018–19. Photo: Don Hall.

Entering the gallery, Aisha Qandisha stands on a plinth in a reflecting pool, in the glory of expectant adoration, arms out,
welcoming in to a yonic yawn between wide hips and falling hair that flows down to camelid feet. Allahyari once told me
her grandmother would tell her stories of encountering jinns in the bathhouse, “they like it where it’s warm and moist,
dark.” There’s an aspect to jinns that remind me of the microbial world, an unseen vastness that is constantly working
around us, farming the world to produce the raw nutrients of life.

The gallery is dark except for a spot light on the idolized jinn created out of white resin, and a projection behind that
shows renderings of Aisha Qandisha standing on modeled wavelets that then reflect off a shallow pool on the floor. She is
the entry point, a Morrocan jinn of the water who plays a role akin to the siren of Greek mythology, luring men into the
abyss. Here, Aisha is used to tell the story of a romance left behind, a relationship gone awry, where the man is left
wounded, open, and grasping at the connection that once filled the lacuna in the boundary of the self. There is power in
that, Allahyari intimates, a power without regret or remorse at the strength of a bond removed. The words “you are in the
past and I am heading into in the future” cross the screen.

Across the gallery, Huma squats in adlocutio, her right hand open palm forward, the other grasping at the air. Her three
feline heads look forward and to the sides and a twin tail with bovine heads arcs out from under a skirt. The 3D-printed
icon in polished black resin sits atop a translucent plexiglass cube plinth, an alter. Three talismans inscribed on clear resin
tablets hang in front of a black wall: Invocation, Fevered Skin, Madness. To the right a bench sits in front of a large
projection of Huma, the words “She, Huma, who shatters the unjust subject,” begin the video that most clearly makes the
case for Allahyari’s usurpational empathy. Usurp, to illegally take power, is the correct term as the legal system maintains
a system of unjust relationships, reifies positions of stolen ownership, has become a tool for the powerful wielded against
the poor and powerless. So yes, to “shatter the unjust subject” will be an illegal act.

https://brooklynrail-web.imgix.net/article_image/image/24958/keunnen-3.jpg?w=1020&q=80&fit=max
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Installation view: Morehshin Allahyari, She Who Sees The Unknown: Huma, MacKenzie Gallery, Regina, 2019. Installation
with 3D printed black resin sculpture, clear resin talismans, and HD Video, 2016. Photo: Don Hall.

Huma causes fever and eventually madness, she is heat, bubbling up from within, she is the fire that cooks to nourish and
burn the soul. Allahyari connects this jinn to climate change, to the madness of our current position. As I sat watching the
projection, a slow rumble built below the bench, bass fluctuating out like the gurgles of a roiling pot. “She is a monster,
and should be,” says the artist. Power is frightening, and should be. Power should not be wielded lightly but it must be to
re-figure an unjust world. If Huma tells us that we must become comfortable having power in order to decolonize
ourselves, then the final jinn in the exhibition develops a strategy for confronting the monstrous centers of power.

The Laughing Snake spirals out in space, her grinning face looking back over her smooth, coiled body styled after a
representation of the jinn found in The Book of Wonders, an illuminated manuscript from 1582. Based on the fable of a
monstrous creature, a serpentine mass, who terrorizes towns, swallowing cattle and people, impossible to kill until a
hermit shows a mirror to the creature. The Laughing Snake hangs suspended in a dark, mirrored room, trapped, laughing
and laughing until she self-destructs. A screen on the right tells a story of Allahyari’s experience growing up in a female-
designated body in Iran, stories of coercion, abuse, and moral enculturation. The Laughing Snake, a project that Allahyari
first debuted on the Whitney Museum’s digital platform, Artport, as an interactive hypertext fable, is spoken of by the
artist as a reach for agency in the moment of self-destruction.

https://brooklynrail-web.imgix.net/article_image/image/24956/keunnen-1.jpg?w=1020&q=80&fit=max
https://whitney.org/exhibitions/laughing-snake
http://theseenjournal.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/09/Morehshin_Allahyari.pdf
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The cultural bounds that determine and subjugate the individual, the invisible powers of the human system within which
we live, are coiled and byzantine, seemingly impossible to defeat. They reside within ourselves as well. When anger and
malice show no effect, are met with escalation, laughter can loosen the coil, can strip the reifying structures of control to
reveal the agency latent in the ascription of meaning.

Contributor

Joel Kuennen

Joel Kuennen an art critic, curator, editor, and artist. Their work has been published in Art in America, ArtSlant,
Elephant, Mutual Art, THE SEEN and many others.

https://brooklynrail.org/contributor/Joel-Kuennen
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Detail of Morehshin Allahyari’s Ya’Jooj Ma’Jooj sculpture.

It sometimes seems like technology is at odds with the art world — a tension between brain
and heart. But plenty of artists, from Da Vinci to Cory Arcangel, have proved that’s not true,
and continue to prove it as technology evolves. In Technographica, we explore how
contemporary artists are using technology in unusual and unexpected ways.

The Iranian artist and activist Morehshin Allahyari is currently working on a project that
transcends continents and centuries. Using ancient illustrations of Middle Eastern dark
goddesses as her source material, Allahyari is producing 12 sculptures through a process of
3D modeling, scanning, and printing. The result is She Who Sees The Unknown, an attempt
by Allahyari to reclaim ownership of traditional mythologies, and fight against “digital
colonialism,” which she says is a recent trend that allows corporations to profit off of cultural
artifacts of others.

Currently on display at The Armory in New York City, She Who Sees the Unknown explores
the “forgotten histories and narratives” of female figures in the Middle East and North
Africa. “It’s a meaningful archive that’s focused on these kind of dark female figures in the
Middle East,” Allahyari tells The Verge. “We don’t have that archive at all.”



Allahyari at the Upfor Gallery booth at the Armory Art fair in New York City.

Allahyari with source materials outside of her office at the School of Poetic Computation.

She Who Sees the Unknown is a series of sculptures, but Allahyari is not actually a sculptor.
“I wouldn’t know how to do that,” she tells The Verge. Instead, she uses computers and 3D
printers to create her work.

“The first time that I saw an object getting 3D printed… I was really fascinated by this idea of
seeing a digital file, a digital model from a platform becoming a physical object,” she says. “It
blew my mind actually watching that process.”



According to Allahyari, “digital colonialism” refers to when, say, a startup goes to cultural
sites in Middle East and attempts a reconstruction project, but doesn’t make the data
available to the public. By using open source software, Allahyari is hoping to reclaim and
redistribute forgotten cultural artifacts.

Allahyari at the School for Poetic Computation, where she teaches.



Allahyari builds 3D models in Zbrush and Maya software.

Allahyari preps the file for her Aisha Qandisha sculpture for 3D printing at New York University's
LaGuardia Studio with the help of Dhemerae K. Ford. 

“I want to offer another method to re-situate power,” she told The Verge, “through
researching dark goddesses, monstrous, and jinn female figures of Middle Eastern origin,
poetic-speculative storytelling, re-appropriation of traditional mythologies, collaging,
meshing, 3D scanning, 3D printing, and archiving.”



The process for creating She Who Sees the Unknown was multi-step. First, it involved
researching and archiving information from Middle Eastern ancient texts to make the
figures accurate. Then Allahyari created a scan each sculpture, and 3D printed it in resin with
the Stratasys J750 printer. Each statue has a storytelling component, or a video essay that
connects the power of the goddess to a particular modern source of oppression. Lastly,
Allahyari will host a series of “intimate public performances” known as Ha’m-Neshini, or
sitting together, in collaboration with other artists, scientists, and activists from the Middle
East.

AD

http://www.morehshin.com/she-who-sees-the-unknown/


Aisha Qandisha sculpture during the printing process on the Stratasys J750 printer at New York
University's LaGuardia Studio. Each figure takes 15-25 hours to print.

 



Allahyari sands the resin Aisha Qandisha sculpture.

For Allahyari, this project, like most of her work, is personal. Allahyari, who has lived in the
US since 2007, grew up in Tehran and has a US green card. Last year, after President Trump
banned visitors and refugees from majority-Muslim countries, Allahyari was stuck in Berlin
for 10 days after attending a conference there, because she had an Iranian passport.

Allahyari hopes the 12 sculptures in the series will appear as if they are “an army of dark
goddesses.” She has completed four sculptures so far, including Huma, “a jinn that brings
heat to the human body,” Ya’jooj and Ma’jooj, two gods who represent chaos, and Aisha
Qandisha, a Moroccan jinn known as “The Opener,” who creates a crack in the male body that
opens up a space for other demons.



“In this whole body of work, these figures and retelling their stories, is the idea about what it
means to embrace monstrosities, and to take this power that these jinn have and use it
against the powers that oppress,” Allahyari says.  

Morehshin Allahyari’s Ya’jooj Ma’jooj sculptures 3D printed in resin and painted gold wax and XTC-3D
smooth on (2018).



Detail of the Ya’Jooj and Ma’Jooj sculptures. The figure is part of the project, She Who Sees The
Unknown, which "recontextualizes goddesses and female Jinn of Persian and Arabic origin" and "explores
ancient myths as they relate to digital colonialism, oppression, and catastrophe."



3D printed in resin, the Huma (2017) sculpture stands at 12 inches tall. Huma is said to “bring heat to
the human body and is a symbol of high temperature, madness and hallucination.”

3D printed in resin, the Aisha Qandisha (2018) sculpture stands at 14.4 inches tall. Aisha Qandisha “is
called the opener because she cracks man open for a process of destruction and rebuilding.”



3D printed in resin, the Aisha Qandisha (2018) sculpture stands at 14.4 inches tall.

Sculptural pieces and video works from Morehshin Allahyari's project, She Who Sees The Unknown, on view
at the Upfor Gallery booth at the Armory Art Fair in New York City.

Photography by Amelia Holowaty Krales
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11  3D Printing  
and Digital 
Colonialism
A Conversation with  
Morehshin Allahyari

sarah sharma  
and rianka singh

Sarah Sharma (SS)  We are curious to know more about your medium of 
choice, and where you see the po liti cal potential of 3d printing? Can you 
tell us about how and when you encountered 3d printing as the media that 
you would use to make your feminist intervention into masculine tech 
culture of the art world?

Morehshin Allahyari (MA)  Three- d animation and 3d- produced simula-
tion are directly born and  shaped out of two fields: the military and the 
gaming industry. The tech and entertainment worlds are, as you know, 
dominated by white and masculine figures. This also includes places like 
Silicon Valley and a lot of other tech and corporate spaces that work 
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with 3d animation and simulation software.  These are the spaces that 
also work with machines like 3d printers and scanners.

Two thousand thirteen was the beginning of a sudden hype around 
3d fabrication and 3d scanning technologies. But so much of the cre-
ative and cultural products that  were being produced in  these tech 
spaces  really felt banal and boring to me. You could see the obsession 
with technology for technology’s sake in the very objects that  were 
being produced. I saw a potential in  these tools that seemed to be largely 
undiscovered.

In 2012, I was just out of grad school, and I got accepted to a technol-
ogy residency program in Dallas. SculptCAD was run by Nancy Hairston. 
I  didn’t know a  thing about 3d printing machines when I got  there, but I 
had studied 3d animation in the past and I knew the software that gave 
me the skill set to create 3d models or animation. But other than that, I 
was not familiar with the machinery of 3d technology.

I  haven’t thought about this in a long time, but your question brings me 
back to the first time I walked into this space.  There was Nancy! This bad-
ass  woman who was  running all this tech stuff. This is a  really good exam-
ple of the longing for representation— wanting to see some kind of repre-
sen ta tion of yourself in the spaces you find yourself in. Up to that point, 
I had only been in tech places populated by white men— university, gal-
leries, coworking spaces alike. Watching Nancy both be in charge of the 
space but also her knowledge about 3d software and machines was so 
inspiring that I felt not just that I wanted to but could do this work. This 
was the beginning of my interest in  doing 3d printing work.

During that residency at SculptCAD, I started to work on my proj ect 
Dark  Matter.1 In this proj ect I created a se lection or kind of a sculptural 
mash-up of objects or  things that  were forbidden or unwelcome in Iran 
po liti cally and culturally. At this point I was thinking about 3d printing 
as a machine that allows us to document and build an archive—in this case, 
objects that could be built to leave a historical trace. I had a humorous 
mash-up of a dog wearing a dildo with a satellite dish or a Barbie with a 
vhs tape for a torso or a pig with a gun on its back. All of  these  things 
are of course forbidden or unwelcome in Iran for religious or po liti cal 
reasons. Through this mash-up I was creating new possibilities for both 
rethinking about  these objects and for documenting them. This way of 
thinking about 3d printing and 3d scanning continued in my practice. I 
was  really fascinated by the technology that was not  really being used. I 
encountered the 3d printer as a very poetic machine. It was a machine 
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that seemed to figure within the cultural imaginary as a technology to 
reproduce and replicate but  really it was a departure for creating dis-
obedient systems to match with diff er ent situations and circumstances.

So that’s sort of the beginning of my journey to fab labs and maker 
spaces which continued becoming more impor tant in my work when 
I started an art residency at Autodesk. Autodesk is a space that cre-
ates software for 3d automation, modeling, and gaming. Being in this 
space in San Francisco, the so- called heart of all it all, was  really impor-
tant  because once again I found myself in a space that was very white 
and very masculine. Everyday  people would pass by me in the lab and 
have no idea what I was working on. They  really had no idea what I was 
 doing. They  were just giving me money and access— which was kind of 
amazing!

SS  Did they ask what you  were up to?

MA  [laughs] Not  really. Not at the beginning. I was just  doing my  thing. 
Even in the residency  there  were seventeen of us, and a lot of other resi-
dents  were architects and designers. They all seemed to be much more 
connected to each other. This is when I had just started working on 

11.1  Morehshin Allahyari, 3- D Printed Dog, Dildo, Satellite Dish, 2014.
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Material Speculation: isis and developing ideas around the poetics of 
3d printing  things that had been destroyed.2 I was also thinking about 
the practical aspects of 3d printing the artifacts that had been destroyed 
in Iraq by isis and trying to reconstruct  these objects. Once I started 
working on the proj ect and getting press, then  people started to stop 
and ask.

I have to say that compared to a lot of other technology fields like 
robotics or ai, at the moment, it is more common to see  women work-
ing in fab labs. But I’ve had this fear that the same  thing that seemed to 
happen with coding in the ’80s, where  women  were getting pushed out 
 because they felt isolated  because of the masculine culture, and they  were 
not being promoted,  etc.,  will be repeated also in the fab labs eventually. 

11.2  Morehshin Allahyari, Lamassu, from Material Speculation: isis, 2016.
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 Every time I walk into maker spaces and see  women or femmes, I am 
so happy to see them, but I am always si mul ta neously worried that it is 
temporary and they too  will meet their fate of being pushed out of this 
pocket of tech culture.

SS  Your feminist approach to technology and 3d printing is definitely 
dual. On the one hand, you are addressing the  actual spaces and the  people 
that occupy  these spaces you yourself have worked in and  will continue 
to work in, but you also have a feminist approach to the  actual medium, 
to the technology you are working with. I’d love to get further into this 
with you and ask you not only what a feminist theory of 3d printing 
looks like, but also what is feminist about 3d printing?

MA  I think about this often in my own work, especially in terms of the 
question of technology being gendered. If technology is already gen-
dered, what does this mean for my practice, and if not, how does my use 
of 3d printing make it gendered in a diff er ent way? One  thing I have al-
ways felt is impor tant in my approach to technology is that it also relates 
to my gender, where I grew up, and my relationship to the technological 
tools around me. When I say I am interested in the poetics of technol-
ogy, I am thinking about how we can find both emotional and poetic 
ways of activating them anew. This is of course not to equate femininity 
with emotion. But I feel that  there are so many examples of men using 
technology that  either just calls on philosophical jargon where they po-
sition their use as abstract or conceptual, or we see a banal and a one- 
on- one relationship with technology. Then I see  women, and especially 
 women of color, use technology in a much more complex way. Of 
course, a lot of that is  because we have to work so much harder to have 
access to use the tools and to have access to spaces to use the tools. So, 
once we do have that access, how can we take it for granted?

Growing up in Iran,  there was also a culture that made computers 
feel  really masculine. My  father bought me my first computer when I 
was fourteen. Before this happened, I would go to his office to use his 
computer. I remember he told me when he bought the computer that 
 there  aren’t that many  people who know how to use a computer in a 
way that is useful or meaningful but that he thought I could do it. When 
my  father said that, I felt so empowered. He had a teacher come to our 
 house to show me how to do basic computing functions like open files 
or delete  things. When you  don’t grow up with computers around, this 
is not as intuitive. Having some figure, in this case my  father, who saw 
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my interest in the tool and was able to help me have access to it in a way 
that was not common meant I was determined to use it in a meaningful 
way. Even when I would go online as a teenager, I would go to Yahoo chat 
rooms and I would go to book and lit er a ture pages. All of  these  things 
 really  shaped my relationship to technology. I would say not having easy 
access also  shaped my relationship to it. Once it is easily accessible or it 
is simply part of our environment, as said by McLuhan, we  don’t notice 
it. The way he wrote about how no one realizes the light bulb is a technology 
 until it starts to break down has resonances  here. But it  isn’t the break-
down or just noticing the media that life unfolds within but rather, for my 
approach, it is that we also lose sight of its potential and poetics. When access 
is hard, we form a radically diff er ent relationship to it. This is the crux of 
that feminist approach. And for me, it was defining in this very way.

Rianka Singh (RS)  Let’s shift to the politics of care implicit to your work 
in the context of 3d printing and scanning.

MA  Care is something I’ve been thinking and writing about in relation 
to my research over the last three to four years on the use of 3d printers 
and 3d scanners by Western institutions and digital archaeology spaces 
in Eurocentric countries and North American countries. One  thing 
that I’ve come to realize is that  there is a  really specific language that is 
used in explaining the mission of  these spaces. A lot of  these spaces are 
archaeology spaces, and they do proj ects where they go to the Global 
South and 3d scan historical and cultural sites. Their claim is that they 
 will save cultural heritage that we all share. They are especially inter-
ested in sites that are destroyed by conflict. For example, sites destroyed 
by isis in Syria. This language of a shared and universal cultural heritage 
that is being heroically saved is presented in two ways. I use terms of 
alignment and becoming an ally to describe them. Alignment is the idea 
that we share space and it is being saved. This uses wording that sounds 
like care and has been used for years. It’s wording that is used to colo-
nize. The idea is  really “That is not yours— it’s for all of us, so we get to 
own it with you.” The other term, becoming an ally, is a more top- down 
approach. We hear that our culture is cared about, and  there is care for 
the  things that are destroyed so someone  will come and save it for us. 
The questions that remain with  these proposals of caring are about, what 
is being taken away and what is being given back?

I connect this with the concept of violent care. The term was origi-
nally used by Thom van Dooren, who talks about endangered crows in 
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Hawaii.3 He sees how choices are made to save a species of crows by 
killing the other animals who are preying on them. Through  these acts 
of interfering in a natu ral pro cess, what takes place is an act of violent 
care. I use this as a way to connect to the point of how cultural heritage 
work connects with 3d scanning and printers to interrupt cycles in a way 
that is violent. Another way that this vio lence is displayed is that  those 
who are  doing the saving also remove themselves as part of the prob lem. 
isis takes pride in destruction. They are bold, direct. In their showcase 
of destruction, vio lence is presented as an eventful crisis; an explosive, 
sudden kind of vio lence. You see it and it immediately shocks you, while, 
for example, the US military hides, deletes, unarchives its vio lence and war 
crimes from public; or justifies it as a work that needs to happen for the 
safety of its  people. Alongside this,  those having access to platforms choose 
to participate in this kind of invisible vio lence. They and  those speaking 
about isis vio lence remove themselves from that picture, pointing fin-
gers at what’s obvious. For example,  after isis[’s] destruction of Pal-
myra’s 1,800- year- old Arch, a proj ect launched in London and then in 
New York as the result of major collaborations between the UK- based 
Institute for Digital Archaeology, unesco, and Dubai’s Museum of the 
 Future. In a video documentation of its ceremony, as a white fabric gets 
pulled down to unveil the reconstructed site of Palmyra, Boris Johnson, 
the former mayor of London, stands  there to tell the audience, “No one 
should have the power to delete such monuments from our historical 
rec ord. This is an arch of triumph and in many ways a triumph of tech-
nology and determination.  We’re  here in a spirit of defiance, defiance 
of the barbarians who destroyed the original as they have destroyed so 
many other relics in Syria and the  Middle East.”

 People in the audience applaud. Then they take turns to take selfies 
with the new Palmyra, and they perhaps go back to their safe homes, never 
thinking back at what it was that was wrong with that image: how isis 
formed in [the] first place as a result of [the] US and Eu rope invasion of 
the  Middle East. This vio lence that sits side by side to that so- called bar-
barian vio lence, the one that is equally real and destructive, is once again 
deferred, delayed. Has gone invisible. Pushed into some background, 
into some corner in some po liti cal maneuver of the bad and the good. So 
the vio lence I am talking about  here is not just about how  these figures 
remove themselves from a cycle they had been part of for centuries, but 
also a kind of vio lence that is about reclaiming.
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isis reclaims the objects through destruction, through creating ab-
sence. The Western governments and tech companies reclaim it  after 
destruction, through a new kind of presence; and we fail to see the vio-
lence of that presence in the way we see the vio lence of the absence.

SS  Your work seems to develop with this trifecta of vio lence, tech, and 
care all the way through. I can even see this at play when you are talking 
about where your work is situated within the white male domination of 
the field. You then see the po liti cal possibility of a poetics and care tied 
to this power dynamic with the technology. It’s amazing to see the co-
herency of all your work as it also provides new theoretical frameworks 
for thinking about media and technology.

RS  Yes, can you touch more on this relationship between vio lence and 
technology in your work? How does gender fit into the frame  here?

MA  Let’s be blunt. Historically, white men are the colonizers, right? This 
same image we see throughout history of the colonizing lands and cul-
tures extends to tech spaces. But now colonizers are using new tech to 
colonize new spaces. One  thing that is in ter est ing to me is the idea of 
white men positioning themselves as heroes of tech. This superman fig-
ure is born out of a white survivalist attitude where they are in the center 
of  these spaces and the crisis but then get to become the heroes.

SS  It’s almost as if they are the mechanical solution themselves?

MA  Exactly. We see this figure in Western cinema and lit er a ture and 
then in real- world examples of men being saviors. When you look back 
at the master- savage relationship, it’s the same  thing. The white men 
are educating. This extends to my critique of tech spaces where men go to 
other countries and become allies. The help comes in the form of teaching 
 people how to scan cultural heritage, for example. At the same time, other 
 people are asked to do the work of scanning and then the data are taken 
from them. The data get secured so that the Western “saviors” are the 
only ones who have access to them.

It’s crazy  because when you hear the interviews or the ted talks that 
 these  people give, they have no shame about any of this work.  There 
is no pausing and questioning the work. At the end of the day,  these 
same  people then end up collaborating with spaces like Google Arts and 
Culture Institute,  etc. To me,  there seems to be a comfort in traveling 
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around the world and taking from other  people and cultures without 
reflecting on what this taking means,  whether it’s their knowledge, tra-
ditions, or historical artifacts.  There is also always a no- questions- asked 
type of cele bration of what the white man does while, if the same  thing 
is done by  women of color, they are  going to be questioned or not taken 
seriously on the validity of their proj ect.

SS  Do you have examples of this from your own practice?

MA  I always say that my “favorite” examples seem to happen in Ger-
many. In 2016 I was in Berlin and  doing a talk at a conference on Sci- Art. 
 There  were tons of  people from all around the world who do a lot of this 
work on conservation and scanning at historical sites.

This was the first time I used the term digital colonialism. I was talk-
ing about how I was noticing a prob lem in the work being done at cul-
tural heritage sites. This was in a space that was 80   percent men and 
99.9  percent white. On the same night,  people who did a proj ect called 
Proj ect Mosul won an award for  doing amazing work and saving the 
cultural heritage of Mosul. The proj ect was one where they tried to re-
construct artifacts destroyed in Mosul by crowdsourcing images. I was 
working on my proj ect of reconstructing artifacts at the same time, and 
I knew their proj ect would not work as they  were claiming or promising 
 because I understood the  actual circumstance of somewhere like Iraq 
that has been at war for over thirty years.  There have not been tourists 
or functional museum staff and funding at Mosul, and so  there are not 
enough images to do reconstruction work from still images. If you look 
at their website now (four years  later), it’s a bunch of half- put- together 
3d models of the destroyed artifacts. That night it felt isolating to be 
 doing the work I do.  These two men from Australia and the US win-
ning an award that seemed to me like a fraud/unreal mission while once 
again, what I had raised as a colonial concern was pushed in some cor-
ner and undiscussed through the end of the conference. This stuff hap-
pens all the time.

SS  Related to your term digital colonialism, it is clear you  don’t  really 
separate the digital from other material forms or lived real ity in terms of 
colonialism. But is  there a diff er ent psychic weight to digital colonialism?

MA  Digital colonialism is a framework for critically examining the ten-
dency for information technologies to be deployed in ways that repro-
duce colonial power relations. I think the reason this kind of framing 
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about digital colonialism has been helpful is  because it is  doing some-
thing with using digital technologies that is diff er ent than material or 
object- based colonialism. We all understand the history of colonialism 
much more tangibly. We see it in when we walk into many historical 
museums based in the Western countries, for example. But when I give 
talks on digital colonialism in diff er ent venues, especially at universities, 
I get the same reaction.  Every time I give this talk, I see a light bulb go on 
in the students or other audience members, where they fi nally see and 
understand what I mean when I say digital colonialism and cultural heri-
tage. What I’ve been trying to do with my research on digital colonial-
ism is to use more traditional examples like this as frameworks to make 
sense of the issues that come with new tools and technologies like 3d 
scanners and 3d printers, and to apply  these historical colonial examples 
to what’s happening now, at this very moment. I like to emphasize that I 
 don’t have all the answers for  these questions. What I certainly know is 
that we have to explore  these issues beyond what’s positive and  simple 
at first sight. This is a position I am committed to holding and explor-
ing and that I try to use in many of my lectures in relation to digital 
colonialism.

Also, I think it helps to not take technologies that are new and excit-
ing as neutral or nonpo liti cal or nongendered. This is something that 
has to be repeated over and over, both in popu lar culture but also in 
critical studies of media. So, connecting all of  these points together to 
talk about this notion of digital colonialism and all that it involves, again 
like the idea of becoming an ally or being a white savior and all of  these 
other layers, can be framed  under this term digital colonialism. I think 
it  really helps with understanding colonialism in a diff er ent way. Some-
times  people ask me why I  wouldn’t just use already established terms 
like postcolonialism or electro- colonialism. (And I mean, guess which 
demographic asks  these questions?) I think digital colonialism is diff er-
ent from  these existing terms that are more specific to other instances 
that are not necessarily what I am trying to get at. Digital colonialism is 
more focused and more specific about certain phenomena.

Younger students in fields related to digital technology who are using 
tools like 3d scanners and 3d printers have not thought about all of the 
po liti cal aspects of the technologies they are using. Obviously digital 
colonialism  isn’t just about  these tools, but in my research, I have fo-
cused more on  these specific tools. You can think about digital colonial-
ism in so many ways. One of my personal favorite examples is that three 
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years ago I bought a gift for my mom’s birthday on Amazon, and when 
I added a personal note to the gift message box in Farsi, and hit “save,” 
it gave me an error that  these characters are unknown and so my mes-
sage  can’t be saved. Farsi and Arabic (which share similar characters) are 
spoken by 500- plus million  people around the world. Imagine that this 
many  people around the world are forced to use En glish for something 
this  simple (sending a personal note with their gift) if they want to use a 
ser vice like Amazon, and  because of the domination of En glish as the in-
ternational language of the world. This is what I call another example of 
digital colonialism. And  there are so many other versions of this, from 
the whitewash filters that are popu lar on social media to the way Google 
Maps operates.

RS   After being one of the students who sat in one of your talks in To-
ronto and did have this light bulb moment  you’re talking about, I’m curi-
ous if  there are feminist media and technology scholars that you engage 
with in your practice. Who are you thinking with? I’ve seen you refer-
ence Donna Haraway.

MA  Studying Haraway or Braidotti or other feminist theory  hasn’t been 
directly connected to my digital colonialism work  because I think some-
one like Haraway is also still critiqued for her thoughts on cyborg uni-
versality. Similarly, the idea of staying with the trou ble still comes from 
a Global North, Western, white feminist- centric perspective. So I think 
that while I  really love and have been inspired by so many  things in Har-
away’s thinking (especially how she uses storytelling and fabulation as a 
framework to her research and writing), I also think that for me  there is 
a gap when it comes to reading and learning from  women not based in 
the Global North and Western countries and specifically in relationship 
to technology.

SS  Who do you feel a connection with, then, at this level? Or do you feel 
that  you’re  going it alone, in a way?

MA  I do think  there is a serious lack when it comes to theories of technol-
ogy and  women of color with focus on South West Asia / North  Africa 
(swana).  There are a lot of scholars, thinkers, and writers of race, gen-
der, futurity, and technology that I am inspired by  every day, for example, 
Sara Ahmed, Audre Lorde, Octavia Butler, Simone Browne, and Ruha 
Benjamin; also, younger, more con temporary female, queer friends and 
colleagues with whom I feel like we are building new worlds and platforms. 
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In the past years, I specifically have worked with and been in the same 
panels and activist spaces with writers and theorists such as Rasheedah 
Philips and Nora Khan; but as I mentioned, when it comes to more spe-
cific new media theories that focus on swana, then I feel a sense of 
isolation. Not to say that I am the only one writing and thinking about 
technology and the  Middle East and feminism in this way, but I do long 
for a bigger community of us to build and work together. I know this is 
changing and  going to change. So, all I can hope is that I  will be a part of 
being this force and bringing this change.

SS  Well, you are also on the front lines  here, not just as an artist but also 
as a technologist. We want to capture you  here  because you are  doing 
media theory in a completely novel way and impor tant way. I wanted to 
turn back to this and engage with you further on media theory a bit. We 
have a question on McLuhan and automation, and you can get to it any 
way you want.

In Understanding Media, McLuhan wrote a chapter on automation. 
He was responding to discussions that  were happening as early as 1963 
about automation and the  future of work. For McLuhan, automation is 
made pos si ble by what he was calling electric technology, and the intro-
duction of  these new technologies in the information age would change the 
way  people think, work, and produce  things. McLuhan wrote, “Automa-
tion is not an extension of the mechanical princi ples of fragmentation 
and separation of operations. It is rather the invasion of the electrical 
world by the instantaneous character of electricity. That is why  those 
involved in automation insist that it is a way of thinking, as much as it is 
a way of  doing.”4

We’ve been thinking about how 3d printing has been almost like an 
epistemological framework for you. It’s almost like you have a 3d lens 
that you see the world through. I was wondering if you think 3d print-
ing reveals the po liti cal to you in a way that would be impossible with 
another medium?

MA  Obviously, the most impor tant  thing is that it is the first technology 
that does what it does in terms of  going from digital to physical in an 
additive pro cess. I should mention that the technology of 3d printing 
has been around for over thirty years, but it  wasn’t always accessible or 
user friendly as it is now. So, the fact that this one machine became a 
tool that is easy to have in my studio or in a fab lab and you can buy an 
okay version of it for like three hundred dollars is a big deal. As an artist 
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who does 3d work, whose work before this was all screen based with 
some installations, this machine allowed my work to exist differently in 
a physical space. The 3d scanner does the reverse, which is to take the 
physical and bring it into digital. Both pro cesses  were not pos si ble as 
easily as they are now without access to  these tools.

So I think  going back between physical and digital spaces in this way 
and being able to rethink our relationship with the machine and the ma-
terial, and the politics of  these  things, is something that I was fascinated 
by. From the very beginning, when I did the Dark  Matter series, I fell 
in love when I started thinking about what it would mean to have this 
machine in a place like Iran or other countries and spaces where  there is 
censorship. You can just print something you are not allowed to have or 
[that] is hard to buy.

The naughty example is a dildo. You know what I mean? You  can’t 
just walk into a store and buy that in Iran. You cannot order it on Ama-
zon  either. But you could have a machine and print something that is 
completely forbidden and functional! The fact that I could have access to 
this  thing felt  really crazy. I could just print something in my studio, and 
nobody  will ever know. Not just the dildo example, but  there are all sorts 
of objects you can create that  weren’t pos si ble before.

I borrow the term disobedient objects in defining some of the work I 
do or the work of many artists, designers, activists in our 3d Additivist 
Cookbook. The term disobedient object is the title of a book by Catherine 
Flood and Gavin Grindon in which they define this concept as “how 
objects can change the world by out- designing authority.”5 The book in-
cludes items from protest movements over the past three de cades from 
around the globe. I  really loved this framework and was curious, what 
would the creation of disobedient objects through the use of a 3d printer 
look like?

SS  Other than the dildo, are  there other disobedient objects  you’ve 
made? Something that captures you. I’m thinking about how weird it 
would be to center this on the dildo  after  you’ve just finished talking 
about masculinity invading the spaces you are working in.

MA  Yes. A full circle! I would say all the figures that I’ve created and refig-
ured in my She Who Sees the Unknown series are disobedient figures with 
disobedient monstrous stories.6 That’s actually the premise of my most 
recent proj ect: a long- term research- based work that focuses on 3d scan-
ning, 3d printing, and storytelling to re- create monstrous female/queer 
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figures of  Middle Eastern origin, using the traditions and myths associ-
ated with them to explore the catastrophes of colonialism, patriarchism, 
and environmental degradation. I see a strong connection between this 
notion of building disobedient objects and embracing monstrosity as a 
position to turn around the demonization of the other, the immigrant, 
the  woman of color (who is often too angry and therefore monstrous!), 
 etc. So each of the five jinn figures that I’ve worked on in the last three 
years of this research (Huma, Aisha Qandisha, Ya’jooj Ma’jooj, the 
Laughing Snake, and Kabous) are refigured (a term I have also coined 
and developed as part of this proj ect) through a complex multimedia 
pro cess. I should also mention that  these chosen mythical stories and 
figures are largely forgotten and unknown. Even growing up in Iran, we 
never read or heard about any of  these stories, while our school educa-
tion and mythical books are full of male superheroes. I often wondered 
what happened to the female superheroes. To give Huma, and Aisha, 
and the rest of  these jinn figures bodies, literal physical bodies through 
the use of 3d software and machines, is also an act of  doing something 
with history, leaving a kind of mark and trace  behind. It’s an act of rei-
magining the possibilities of the  future and through the reimagination of 
the past, which is what I think I am best at  doing and making.

I want to also add that both The 3d Additivist Manifesto and The 3d 
Additivist Cookbook  were also  really impor tant for building theories and 
frameworks, and allowing new ways of thinking that are able to unlock 
something in the technology that has yet to be unlocked.

SS  You are invested in altering, in feminist ways, the way we produce 
 things, even in  these examples you are giving. Your sense in the power of 
the technological is pretty strong, but you are still cognizant that  there 
are useful ways to use it. This  isn’t an argument that a lot of  people make. 
You return to it as a tool and seem to alter what the meaning of a tool is 
through a feminist lens.

MA  I think in learning and exploring technology and art, I have always 
appreciated the kind of work that does something magical with and to 
the technology, something poetic, while also keeping it all grounded 
and practical. And when I say magical, I mean witchcraft, divination, I 
mean literally showing us something, revealing or reversing in and with 
a technological tool in a way that we had never thought about. Often this 
characteristic gets framed as groundbreaking or chilling. Literally push-
ing through and holding the hand of the audience in seeing something 
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new with me is what I constantly want and think about when making 
new work. But I also want to keep a balance between that very aspect 
of the work to something practical.  Whether it’s putting an activist hat 
on and putting together discussion panels or reading rooms or changing 
my role to more of a historian and archaeologist by re- creating an object 
that is destroyed. I think my work tends to do all  these  things at once. 
I want to make work that is connected to real- world prob lems, but it’s 
also fictional. This means that my work does not just reflect my relation-
ship with technology as a tool but is about how technology shapes and 
builds the world I am reflecting on. I am gaining knowledge of the un-
known by making it known and knowable,  whether by building archives 
or seeing the figure of the hybrid queer jinn as the better replacement of 
the cyborg.  Because jinn, unlike the cyborg, can “see the unknown.” And 
if you can see the unknown, you can conquer many worlds. That’s how 
I like to imagine it all.

Notes

1. Allahyari, Dark  Matter.
2. Allahyari, Material Speculation.
3. Van Dooren, The Wake of Crows.
4. McLuhan, Understanding Media (1994), 349.
5. Flood and Grindon, Disobedient Objects.
6. Allahyari, She Who Sees the Unknown.
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The The 
Additivist Additivist 
ManifestoManifesto

Derived from petrochemicals boiled into being 
from the black oil of a trillion ancient bacterioles, 
the plastic used in 3D Additive manufacturing is 
a metaphor before it has even been layered into 
shape. Its potential belies the complications of its 
history: that matter is the sum and prolongation 
of our ancestry; that creativity is brutal, sensual, 
rude, coarse, and cruel.1 We declare that the 
world’s splendour has been enriched by a new 
beauty: the beauty of crap, kipple 2 and detritus. 
A planet crystallised with great plastic tendrils like 
serpents with pixelated breath3 …for a revolution 
that runs on disposable armaments is more 
desirable than the contents of Edward Snowden’s 
briefcase; more breathtaking than The United 
Nations Legislative Series.
There is nothing which our infatuated race 
would desire to see more than the fertile union 
between a man and an Analytical Engine. Yet 
humankind are the antediluvian prototypes of 
a far vaster Creation.4 The whole of humankind 
can be understood as a biological medium, of 
which synthetic technology is but one modality. 
Thought and Life both have been thoroughly 
dispersed on the winds of information.5 Our power 
and intelligence do not belong specifically to us, 
but to all matter.6 Our technologies are the sex 
organs of material speculation. Any attempt to 
understand these occurrences is blocked by our 
own anthropomorphism.7 In order to proceed, 
therefore, one has to birth posthuman machines,  
a fantasmagoric and unrepresentable repertoire  
of actual re-embodiments of the most hybrid 
kinds.8 Additivism will be instrumental in 
accelerating the emergence and encounter  
with The Radical Outside.9

Additivism can emancipate us.
Additivism will eradicate us.
We want to encourage, interfere, and reverse-
engineer the possibilities encoded into the 
censored, the invisible, and the radical notion of 
the 3D printer itself. To endow the printer with the 
faculties of plastic: condensing imagination within 
material reality.10 The 3D print then becomes a 
symptom of a systemic malady. An aesthetics 
of exaptation,11 with the peculiar beauty to be 
found in reiteration; in making a mesh.12 This is 
where cruelty and creativity are reconciled: in the 
appropriation of all planetary matter to innovate 
on biological prototypes.13 From the purest 
thermoplastic, from the cleanest photopolymer, 
and shiniest sintered metals we propose to forge 
anarchy, revolt and distemper. Let us birth disarray 
from its digital chamber.
To mobilise this entanglement we propose a 
collective: one figured not only on the resolution 

of particular objects, but on the change those 
objects enable as instruments of revolution and 
systemic disintegration. Just as the printing 
press, radio, photocopier and modem were 
saturated with unintended affects, so we 
seek to express the potential encoded into 
every one of the 3D printer’s gears. Just as 
a glitch can un-resolve an image, so it can 
resolve something more posthuman: manifold 
systems – biological, political, computational, 
material. We call for planetary pixelisation, using 
Additivist technologies to corrupt the material 
unconscious; a call that goes on forever in virtue 
of this initial movement.14 We call not for passive, 
dead technologies but rather for a gradual 
awakening of matter, the emergence, ultimately, 
of a new form of life.15

We call for:
1. The endless re-penning of Additivist 
Manifestos.
2. Artistic speculations on matter and its digital 
destiny.
3. Texts on:

1. The Anthropocene
2. The Chthulucene16

3. The Plasticene.17

4. Designs, blueprints and instructions  
for 3D printing:

1. Tools of industrial espionage
2. Tools for self-defense against armed assault
3. Tools to disguise
4. Tools to aid/disrupt surveillance
5. Tools to raze/rebuild
6. Objects beneficial in the promotion of 
protest, and unrest
7. Objects for sealing and detaining
8. Torture devices
9. Instruments of chastity, and psychological 
derangement
10. Sex machines
11. Temporary Autonomous Drones
12. Lab equipment used in the production of:

1. Drugs
2. Dietary supplements
3. DNA
4. Photopolymers and thermoplastics
5. Stem cells
6. Nanoparticles.

5. Technical methods for the copying and 
dissemination of:

1. Mass-produced components
2. Artworks
3. All patented forms
4. The aura of individuals, corporations, and 
governments.

6. Software for the encoding of messages inside 
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3D objects.
7. Methods for the decryption of messages 
hidden inside 3D objects.
8. Chemical ingredients for dissolving, or 
catalysing 3D objects.
9. Hacks/cracks/viruses for 3D print software:

1. To avoid DRM
2. To introduce errors, glitches and fissures into 
3D prints.

10. Methods for the reclamation, and recycling  
of plastic:

1. Caught in oceanic gyres
2. Lying dormant in landfills, developing nations,  
or the bodies of children.

11. The enabling of biological and synthetic things  
to become each others prostheses, including:

1. Skeletal cabling
2. Nervous system inserts
3. Lenticular neural tubing
4. Universal ports, interfaces and orifices.

12. Additivist and Deletionist methods for 
exapting18 androgynous bodies, including:

1 Skin grafts
2 Antlers
3 Disposable exoskeletons
4 Interspecies sex organs.

13. Von Neumann probes and other cosmic 
contagions.
14. Methods for binding 3D prints and the 
machines that produced them in quantum 
entanglement.
15. Sacred items used during incantation and 
transcendence, including:

1. The private parts of Gods and Saints
2. Idols
3. Altars
4. Cuauhxicalli
5. Ectoplasm
6. Nantag stones

16. The production of further mimetic forms, not 
limited to:
1. Vorpal Blades
2. Squirdles
3. Energon
4. Symmetriads
5. Asymmetriads
6. Capital
7. Junk
8. Love
9. Alephs
10. Those that from a long way off look like flies.19

Life exists only in action. There is no innovation 
that has not an aggressive character. We 
implore you - radicals, revolutionaries, activists, 
Additivists - to distil your distemper into texts, 
templates, blueprints, glitches, forms, algorithms, 
and components. Creation must be a violent 
assault on the forces of matter, to extrude its 
shape and extract its raw potential. Having spilled 
from fissures fracked in Earth’s deepest wells 
The Beyond  now begs us to be moulded to its 
will, and we shall drink every drop as entropic 
expenditure, and reify every accursed dream 
through algorithmic excess.20 For only Additivism 
can accelerate us to an aftermath whence all 
matter has mutated into the clarity  
of plastic.

Morehshin Allahyari, is a NY based Iranian-
Kurdish artist using 3D simulation, video, 
sculpture, and digital fabrication as tools to 
re-figure myth and history. Through archival 
practices and storytelling, her work weaves 
together complex counternarratives in opposition 
to the lasting influence of Western technological 
colonialism in the context of SWANA (Southwest 
Asia and North Africa).
Morehshin has been part of numerous exhibitions, 
festivals, and workshops around the world 
including Venice Biennale di Archittectura, New 
Museum, The Whitney Museum of American Art, 
Pompidou Center, Museum of Contemporary Art 
in Montreal, Tate Modern, Queens Museum, Pori 
Museum, Powerhouse Museum, Dallas Museum 
of Art, and Museum für Angewandte Kunst. 
She has been an artist in residence at BANFF 
Centre, Carnegie Mellon University’s STUDIO 
for Creative Inquiry, Autodesk Pier9 Workshop 
in San Francisco, the Vilém Flusser Residency 
Program for Artistic Research in association 
with Transmediale, Berlin, Eyebeam’s one year 
Research Residency, Pioneer Works, and Harvest 
Works. Her work has been featured in The New 
York Times, BBC, Huffington Post, Wired, National 
Public Radio, Parkett Art Magazine, Frieze, 
Rhizome, Hyperallergic, and Al Jazeera, among 
others.
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Dr. Daniel Rourke is a writer, artist and academic 
originally from Huddersfield, West Yorkshire, and 
now lives and works in London.
In his work, Daniel creates collaborative 
frameworks and theoretical toolsets for exploring 
the intersections of digital materiality, the arts, and 
(critical) post-humanism.
His writing, lecturing, and artistic profile is 
extensive, including work with Aksioma (Ljubljana, 
2021), Arebyte Gallery (London + online, 2018), 
PICNIC Brasil (Rio, 2018), Photographer’s Gallery 
(London 2018), Walk&Talk Azores (São Miguel, 
2018), AND Festival (Peak District, 2017), The 
V&A (London, 2017), FACT (Liverpool, 2017), 
Centre Pompidou (Paris, 2017), Transmediale 
(Berlin, 2016 + 2017), Tate Modern (London, 
2016), Sonic Acts (Amsterdam, 2016 + 2017), 
Carnegie Mellon’s STUDIO for Creative Inquiry 
(Pittsburgh, 2015), DarAlHokoomeh Project (Iran, 
2014), Carroll/Fletcher Gallery (London, 2014), 
The Wellcome Trust (London, 2013), AND Festival 
(Manchester, 2012), GLI.TC/H Fest (Chicago, 
2012), as well as HOLO Magazine, Media-N, 
Alluvium, and AfterImage Journals. Daniel is also 
a contributor to Rhizome.org and Furtherfield.org.
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12Susan Sontag, The Imagination of Disaster
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the Post- Anthropocene: On Accelerationist 
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14Henri Bergson, Creative Evolution
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Mutation: Technology, Shanzai and the Evolution 
of Species
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Chthulucene: Staying with the Trouble
17Christina Reed, Dawn of the Plasticene Age
18Svetlana Boym, The Off-Modern Mirror
19Jorge Luis Borges, The Celestial Emporium 
of Benevolent Knowledge &
Michel Foucault, The Order of Things
20Georges Bataille, The Accursed Share



Morehshin Morehshin 
AllahyariAllahyari
Morehshin Allahyari (Persian: یرایهللا نیش هروم), 
is a NY based Iranian-Kurdish artist using 
3D simulation, video, sculpture, and digital 
fabrication as tools to re-figure myth and 
history. Through archival practices and 
storytelling, her work weaves together complex 
counternarratives in opposition to the lasting 
influence of Western technological colonialism 
in the context of SWANA (Southwest Asia  
and North Africa).

Morehshin has been part of numerous 
exhibitions, festivals, and workshops around the 
world including Venice Biennale di Archittectura, 
New Museum, The Whitney Museum of 
American Art, Pompidou Center, Museum of 
Contemporary Art in Montreal, Tate Modern, 
Queens Museum, Pori Museum, Powerhouse 
Museum, Dallas Museum of Art, and Museum 
für Angewandte Kunst. She has been an artist 
in residence at BANFF Centre, Carnegie Mellon 
University’s STUDIO for Creative Inquiry, 
Autodesk Pier9 Workshop in San Francisco, the 
Vilém Flusser Residency Program for Artistic 
Research in association with Transmediale, 
Berlin, Eyebeam’s one year Research Residency, 
Pioneer Works, and Harvest Works. Her work 
has been featured in The New York Times, 
BBC, Huffington Post, Wired,National Public 
Radio, Parkett Art Magazine, Frieze, Rhizome, 
Hyperallergic, and Al Jazeera, among others.

She is the recipient of The United States Artist 
Fellowship (2021), The Joan Mitchell Foundation 
Painters & Sculptors Grant (2019), The Sundance 
Institute New Frontier International Fellowship 
(2019), and the Leading Global Thinkers of 2016 
award by Foreign Policy magazine. Her artworks 
are in the collection of the Whitney Museum of 
American Art, San Francisco Museum of Modern 
Art, and the Current Museum.

Website: http://www.morehshin.com/

Material Speculation: Material Speculation: 
ISIS  South Ivan Human ISIS  South Ivan Human 
Heads: Medusa Head, Heads: Medusa Head, 
2015 – 20162015 – 2016

Physical Tactics for Physical Tactics for 
Digital Colonialism, 2019Digital Colonialism, 2019

The South Ivan Series (dead drops) are an extension (though not formally a part) of Morehshin’s 
Material Speculation: ISIS series. The three heads in the series are reproductions of reliefs that 
were originally located at the ruins of Hatra, an ancient city in Iraq in South Ivan. Hatra was one 
of the ancient sites targeted by ISIS, and in 2015 a video was released of a fighter shooting these 
heads with an AK-47. These heads were above ground and visible in ancient times. They survived 
for thousands of years in the open air. Gertrude Bell photographed them in April 1911 before major 
excavations took place at Hatra. 

Each dead drop contains a USB drive, which the viewer can connect to in order to download 
Morehshin’s openly available research material (images, maps, pdf files, and videos) in addition  
to the 3D printable object file of the piece King Uthal, one of the reconstructions from her Material 
Speculation: Isis series.

Performance-lecture, commissioned and presented by Rhizome.

Since 2016, Allahyari has advanced the concept of digital colonialism to characterize the 
thtendency for information technologies to be deployed in ways that reproduce colonial power 
relations. This performance focuses on the 3-D scanner, which is widely used by archaeologists to 
capture detailed data about physical artifacts. Describing the device as “a tool of witchcraft and 
magic,” Allahyari reframes 3-D scanning as a performative, embodied act with open-ended political 
potential. Working with a selection of replicas of cultural artifacts from the Middle East, Allahyari will 
perform live 3-D scans while speaking about the objects’ long histories as symbols and relics and 
their recent appropriation in digital form by Western institutions, considering how these narratives 
intersect materially and poetically and how they may be resituated and rewritten.

Hadr, Al (Hatra, Iraq), Gertrude Bell,  
photograph taken in 1911

Moreshin Allahyari, still from Physical Tactics for 
Digital Colonialism, 2019, performance at the New 
Museum. Commissioned by Rhizome.

Moreshin Allayhari, Material Speculation: ISIS : South 
Ivan Human Heads: Medusa Head, 3D print, 2017



For its 2022 artistic programme, continuing 
on from last year's Realities, arebyte presents 
artists and artworks surrounding science fiction, 
science-speculation, and science fact. 

The programme unpicks our current reality and 
presents an exploration through various forms  
of speculative fiction(s), proposing imaginative 
and innovative concepts for a new kind of 
futurism, and mapping a new realm that we  
can unfold - a domain that incorporates ways 
to promote new ways of inhabiting, carving 
out, and finding spaces to exist within. These 
areas include quantum ideology, cyborgian 
prosthetics, performativity within identity, and 
digital terraforming utilising thorough world-
building techniques, as well as others that will 
unfold throughout the year.

In conjunction with the “real-world-space”,  
the liminal space is also put forward as an  
arena to consider ambiguity or disorientation  
as positive disrupters of the status quo. Within 
this, the programme adapts to the inherent 
hybridity of artistic forms and practices within 
the digital and confronts the limitations of 
working online and offline in ways that promote 
multifaceted offshoots. Although partitioned  
into pathways of exhibition, event, and 
discussion, the programme offers non-
orientable surfaces, a Möbius strip of knotted 
and intertwined science-fiction inspirations to 
examine the ways in which the past and the 
present continually converge, collapse and  
co-invent each other.

read more on arebyte.com/2022-programme

Sci-FiSci-Fiarebyte leads a pioneering digital art programme 
at the intersection of new technologies and 
contemporary culture. From net art’s inception  
in the 90s to more recent innovations in computer 
technology from VR to AI, the programme invites 
multiple voices to create multimedia installations 
at arebyte Gallery, London, and online experiences 
at arebyte on Screen.

Alongside the art programme, arebyte Skills 
shares knowledge on creative media technologies 
with audiences of all ages. Run in partnership 
with artists and the education and youth sectors, 
the programme offers activities for amateurs 
and professionals to develop hands-on digital 
techniques and gain critical thinking around 
digital art practices through workshops, artist 
development programmes, university residencies 
and panel discussions.

arebyte also supports a vibrant community  
of artists, designers and creative technologists 
through arebyte Studios, an initiative that 
provides affordable workspaces to 150 creative 
professionals across London.

arebyte.com
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Ariel Narunsky, Dr Jussi Parikka,
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Dr Daniel Rourke, Debbie Spink,
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Shane Sutherland,
Nimrod Vardi and all the artists
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