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Palazzo delle Prigioni, the central prison of Venice from the
Renaissance until 1922, is the site of the exhibition for the Taiwan
representation at the 58th Venice Biennale in 2019. Located inside
the Doge Palace, the city’s cells were expanded on and moved to a
building across from the Palace in 1614, and yet remained connected
by the Bridge of Sighs. The Piombi (the name the Venetians gave

to the old prison due to its roof made of “lead”) is most renowned
today for being the site of incarceration of Italian writer and mythi-
cal lover Giacomo Casanova in 1755; he was detained for several
months before finding a way to escape.

The series of works that constitute the exhibition 3x3x6is
based on artist Shu Lea Cheang’s decision to respond to the archi-
tectural and political history of the building, both as a material and
as a conceptual element of the project. Investing the building in
the crossings of histories and fictions, memory and imagination,
Cheang has created an immersive installation with multiple interfa-
ces to reflect on the construction of sexual subjectivity by technolo-
gies of confinement and control, from physical incarceration to the
omnipresent surveillance systems of contemporary society.

In the development of the project, Cheang has collaborated
with international academics, activists, and researchers (including
Dean Spade, Josephine Ho, Jackie Wang, and Hans Huang) to study
different historical and contemporary cases of imprisonment due to
gender, sexual, and racial nonconformity. For this project Cheang
has examined numerous prison architectures and visited several pri-
soners in different parts of the world.? Her research process has led
to the selection of ten cases that have become the critical material
for a series of ten 4K films, each reflecting on how legal and visual
regimes shape sexual, gender, and race norms over time.

Surveillance and the Panopticon in the Digital Age

Exploring the relationship between the prison regime and societal
norms, Cheang’s work traces the transformation of confinement

and surveillance technologies within digital culture. Her work
brings the Prigioni into the contemporary context of global
Internet and artificial intelligence (Al), warfare robotic technolo-
gies, and genetic engineering, as well as bio and chemical technolo-
gies applied to the modification of reproductive, cognitive, and psy-
chological processes. These technologies are inducing a paradigm
shift that is comparable only to what took place with the invention
of the printing press and colonization in the fifteenth century. We
are transitioning from a society where surplus value was extrac-

ted mostly from labor (human and nonhuman) to a society where
machines will undertake not only most work tasks but will control
and decide when, how, and what will be produced: We are passing
from the Gutenberg times of writing and reading into a society of
flickering signs; from an analogical and text-based culture into a
digital electronic landscape of algorithms. This is a transformation
of relations between power, knowledge, and pleasure, which in turn
is determining new forms of subjectivity and defining new forms of
subjection and resistance.

In the early 1990s, and following Foucault, Deleuze used the
term “control society” to describe this configuration of know-
ledge-power.” Yet, both philosophers did not reflect on the impact
of technologies on the production and control of gendered, sexua-
lized, and racialized subjects. Whereas the differences between the
sexes, racial categories, as well as between homosexuality and hete-
rosexuality were modern inventions of Western, colonial, anatom-
opolitical discourse, new technologies of vision and surveillance,
communication and reproduction are now constructing and crea-
ting new subject positions. I have used the term “pharmacoporno-
graphic capitalism” to speak of the specific form of the production
of the sexual body and of subjectivity within this new power regime
dominated by bio, chemical, and Internet communication technolo-
gies, where the traditional frontiers between natural and artificial,
between inside and outside, between present and absent, between
producer and receiver are blurring.



For Deleuze, one of the main signs of the displacement from
the nineteenth-century disciplinary societies to the new societies
of control was the move from the “vast spaces of enclosure” (of
which the prison is the paradigmatic model) to “ultrarapid forms of
free-floating control that replaced the old disciplines operating in
the time frame of a closed system.” As Deleuze pointed out, time
and space of the prison within the disciplinary regime were ana-
logical, while within the societies of control “the different control
mechanisms are inseparable variations, forming a system of variable
geometry the language of which is numerical (which doesn’t neces-
sarily mean binary).” Traditional prison enclosures were “molds,
distinct castings,” whereas the techniques of control are “a modula-
tion, like a self-deforming cast that will continuously change from
one moment to the other, or like a sieve mesh will transmute from
point to point.”

What characterizes the contemporary political condition is the
coiling of surveillance and control mechanisms of the disciplinary
regime toward the space that was once traditionally considered the
most intimate and private, and the most natural: the individual
body. In disciplinary societies, the body was subjected by inhabi-
ting a physical architecture of power: the subject’s identity (normal
or deviant, sick or healthy, child or adult, free citizen or criminal,
worker or owner, male or female, heterosexual or homosexual) was
constructed by the state of being inside or outside certain public
architectures of power (hospital, school, factory, domestic space,
psychiatric institution, prison, etc.). In the pharmacopornographic
regime, architectures of power are electrified, miniaturized, and
turned into personal digital communication devices and biotech-
nological prostheses: the individual body becomes the organic
architecture to which the devices of power are hooked. The modern
subject inhabited the architectures of discipline; the contemporary
subject is inhabited by the apparatuses of control.

While Foucault, Deleuze and his collaborator Guattari predic-
ted an end to the spaces of enclosure and the fall of analogical walls,

what they could not foresee was the advent of a new hybrid configu-
ration: Developed over the last thirty years a regime of mass incarce-
ration now coexists with new forms of digital and biotechnological
control; the arrival of the control society didn’t erase the architectu-
ral technologies of the disciplinary regime but rather established an
unexpected alliance. New apparatuses of control are made of a jux-
taposition of multiple (and often confronting) technologies of pro-
duction of subjectivity, which come from diverse historical regimes.
We are no longer analogical subjects of discipline but we are not yet
fully modular digital beings of control. We are transitioning.

The political and poetic potentiality of this moment is as big
as the risks of constructing new forms of oppression and exclu-
sion. Cheang crafts experimental tools to navigate this transition.
Her work operates between the real and the imaginary, inventing
new countermyths and misusing control technologies to derail
power relationships. Reflecting upon the transformation of surveil-
lance and confinement techniques since the nineteenth century to
include contemporary 3-D facial recognition and Internet surveil-
lance technologies, Cheang restages the four rooms of the Prigioni
as a high-tech surveillance space, dedicated to questioning the ways
different visual and legal regimes construct and normalize gender,
sexuality, race, and health.

The Inverted Electronic Panopticon

An architecture developed as an industrial inspection house to opti-
mize the production of workers in the state of Krichev, the panop-
ticon was invented by brothers Jeremy and Samuel Bentham in 1786
and soon became a method of prison surveillance in Europe, and
extended to the US and Japan during the nineteenth century.® Its
architecture consists of two concentric rings of cells and a centrali-
zed observation tower, from where a single eye can surveil the great
number of cells radiating out from it and without the inmates kno-
wing if they were being watched or not. Each of the cells had two



windows: a window to let light in and another that faced the surveil-
lance tower, which periodically illuminated the cell by its rotating
lamp. Constantly subjected to scrutiny, each cell was the object of
total institutional voyeurism. For Foucault the panopticon was not
simply architectural design: it was the paradigmatic model of the
disciplinary regime of power and knowledge.

Cheang uses the architecture of the panopticon to construct
the central hall of the 3x3x6 exhibition in Room A. But instead of
simply reenacting the workings of the architectural form she hacks
the panopticon—she twists the camera, swaps the cables, exchanges
locations, and covers her tracks. Her tower projects images rather
than watches. In Cheang’s panopticon, the exhibition visitor disco-
vers ten portraits of incarcerated subjects—they become the object
of fictional exploration within the artwork. By transforming the
panopticon’s main act to that of projecting, Cheang reflects on the
performative dimension of the apparatus. Her prison’s aim is not to
“watch” the so-called the sexual criminal but to project an already
constructed image onto her,/him /*. Indeed, subject positions
(“normal” or “pathological”) are projections of the collective appa-
ratus of power. (For instance, in Europe during the transition from
aristocratic to republican times, Casanova and Marquis de Sade
embodied two liminal sexual subject positions: the libertine threate-
ning the Catholic control over female reproduction and the atheist
and blasphemer threatening the theological order of moral limi-
tation to sexual pleasure. In the twentieth century, the castrating
woman, the black rapist, the HIV-positive homosexual, the transge-
nder subject, and the luscious e-girl become the new “projections”
of the apparatus of power.) Thus, Cheang’s interpretation of the
panopticon as a multichannel projector speaks of the ambivalence
of'watching and producing, of the fine line between observing and
constructing the subject, who in turn we are meant to monitor and
control.

Rooms B and C of the exhibition contain a multitude of
monitors showing the ten 4K films dedicated to the ten cases of

incarcerated subjects; the space becomes a maze of narratives and
chronologies from eighteenth-century Venice to contemporary
Taiwan. Involving legal documents, fake news, historical reports,
myths and fantasies, the 4K films tell the history of sexual norma-
lization and imprisonment by using trans-punk-science fiction,
queer, and anti-colonial imaginations as visual and critical frame-
works to think through subjection and resistance. Further, the use
of trans-chronological narrative—a technique to activate dissident
readings of history and the critical proliferation of poetic and politi-
cal action in the present—allows the characters of the ten films to
travel across time, to change gender, race, sex and sexuality. By wal-
king between the films and establishing narrative connections, the
visitors are invited to construct a queer counter-history of sexuality
for digital times.

Finally, the visitors are brought to Room D, which they may
choose to enter as though it may be possible to unlock the “black
box.” Room D is inspired by the Playboy Mansion control room
where Hugh Hefner watched and recorded all actions taking place
within the mansion’s more than twenty rooms, including the private
bedrooms of playmates. This is no analogical control room howe-
ver, but a digital control apparatus.” By bringing together “the pri-
son palace” and the “pleasure palace” (as Hefner called the Playboy
Mansion), Cheang takes the visitors into a space that interrogates
the political relationship between punishment and pleasure, recog-
nition and lust, between the system that is apparently watching us
and the surveillance we are actively participating in and enjoying.

The title of Cheang’s project 3x3x6 comes from what is today
the standardized architecture of industrial imprisonment for
“sexual criminals” and “terrorists” in the West: 3 x 3 meters, with no
windows, monitored by 6 cameras 24 hours a day. Thus, the con-
temporary cell is itself a pharmacopornographic container, a totally
closed yet electronically transparent space, inhabited by a chemi-
cally managed body, and surveilled by a CCTV closed-circuit system
twenty-four hours a day.



Casanova in Pharmacopornographic Times

In the 4K film series we meet CASANOVA X, the fictional Giacomo
Casanova, who was in fact arrested by the Messer Grande (the chief
archers of the Council of Ten) in 1755 and jailed in the Piombi

for almost a year until he escaped—still not knowing what he was
accused of. Most probably he was charged for reading and diffusing
hermetic, cabalistic, and pornographic books, or, if not that, belon-
ging to the Ireemasons. Or his arrest could have been related to his
liaison with Marina Morosini, and since Casanova had many debts
and was not part of the narrow circle of less than forty aristocratic
families of the Republic of Venice he was left unprotected. It is not,
however, the Western myth of Casanova the womanizer who inte-
rests artist Cheang. She rather pays attention to an often forgotten
anecdote in the life of the libertine: Casanova, who engaged in mul-
tiple sexual encounters yet tried to avoid both syphilis and preg-
nancies, was the main promoter of the use of the condom at the
end of the eighteenth century (together with Jeremy Bentham)—a
view very much against that of the church and of the state.® Cheang,
against the Western representation of Asian masculinity as cas-
trated,” creates a hypersexual, gender-fluid, Asian CASANOVA X,
embodied by Taiwanese performer Enrico Wey. She depicts not

the Western icon of male heterosexuality but an image for the first
sexual educator: a pioneer of sex safe, who went beyond the stereo-
typical differences between straight and queer sexuality.

This is how in the film CASANOVA X travels across time and
cultures and meets the protagonist 00 X: a HIV-positive young man
accused of spreading AIDS, soliciting sex with gay men via social
networks, and having chemsex; he has been jailed in a Taiwanese
prison for ten years. Eleven men with whom 00 X had sex with were
summoned as witnesses of the court; some were accused afterwards
of the same crimes. In 2017, the case of 00 X was made public in
Taiwan to openly debate the use of chemsex in working- and mid-
dle-class Taiwanese gay communities.

“Chemsex” was coined in 2001 to name the collective prac-
tice of taking drugs (mostly methamphetamine, GHB or Gamma
Hydroxybutyrate, and Mephedrone, also known as miaow miaow)
to enhance sexual experience. Yet it is more the connection bet-
ween drugs and smartphone applications that defines chemsex,
between chemically stimulated sexuality and the Internet hookup,
between the pathologization of HIV bodies as potential contamina-
tors (even if they are on tri-therapies where the risk of transmission
is none) and state Internet surveillance. Adopted firstly by gay com-
munities as tools, online cruising apps invented a world of photo-
shopped avatars, coded encounters, and evaluated sexual partners.
Simultaneously, the state was using Internet surveillance to conduct
their e-hygienist persecution: the obligation to be blood tested
and officially declare one’s own HIV status and the surveillance of
one’s activities by apps has led to an unprecedented form of sexual
control.

Cheang creates a fictional tale in which 00 X together with his
eleven sexual partners and legal witnesses, all dressed in the traditi-
onal pink outfit of the Taiwanese prisoner during the years of mar-
tial law, dance under a rain of pills like an army of lovers. We come
to see that 00 X is in fact the doppelgidnger of CASANOVA X, ano-
ther contemporary pharmacopornographic version of the Italian
libertine trapped in the net of digital surveillance and homophobic
hygienic laws. Establishing links across the chronologies of syphilis
and AIDS, the film scenario that they share ends with a romantic
(and political) encounter where CASANOVA X not only passes his
condoms onto 00 X but passionately kisses him to deliberately con-

jure and confront the fear and stigma around HIV transmission.

Sade and the Social Contract in
the Age of Sexual Cyborgs

It is impossible to think about the relationships between the prison
regime and sexuality in Western modernity without thinking about



Marquis de Sade. Accused with charges of blasphemy and sexual
deviancy, Sade spent more than thirty-two years in different prisons
of the ancien régime and later the Republic in I'rance at the end
of the eighteenth century. As Georges Bataille said, nobody better
understood the moral perversion of the Western Enlightenment
than Sade himself. Filled with scenes of death punishment, extreme
confinement, and total voyeurism, Sade’s descriptions of the limit-
less enjoyment of sexuality as a condition of full sovereignty—nota-
bly written at the same time that Bentham designed the panopti-
con—serves as a way to understand the relationship of the state and
its prison institution with the criminalized, sexualized, and raciali-
zed bodies from which it extracts labor, knowledge, and pleasure.
In contrast to most cinematic and literary representations of
Sade as a slender male, the real historical Sade weighed more than
180 kilograms, and his most consistent sexual practice was not hete-
rosexual but rather anal self-penetration. Embodied by contempo-
rary performer Liz Rosenfeld, SADE X in Cheang’s rendition is given
back both his materiality and femininity. A queer ode to resistance
via writing and expressing sexuality in prison, the film portrays
the salvation of the manuscript 120 Days of Sodom; thanks to Sade’s
idea of hiding the twelve-meter-long manuscript in a hollow dildo
he used for anal penetration while in his cell at the Bastille in 1785;
after the Bastille was looted on July 14th, Sade thought the work had
been lost, yet it was eventually found and finally published in 1904.
In another 4K film, SADE X encounters MW X, a man sen-
tenced to life imprisonment for having killed a man he met in an
Internet cannibal café; he had signed a contract accepting to eat
the man after a slaughtering sexual ritual. Stressing the key role
that Internet technologies play in this form of sexual relationship,
Cheang has transformed the sexual partner of MW X into a com-
puter and the act of killing and eating into a process of disassem-
bly and cyber digestion. MW X’s obsession with giving death by
contract shows up the limits of social democratic contractualism
and conventional notions of consent, and speaks of the complex

unconscious relations between ingestion and sexuality, appropri-
ation and incorporation, pleasure and the disappearance of the
other.

Foucault X in Warsaw

Between the historical and the contemporary, 3x3x6 inserts the
case of the young Michel Foucault accused of homosexuality while
in Poland during the Cold War. Foucault was appointed director of
the Centre Francais at the University of Warsaw in 1958, during the
aftermath of the Polish October revolution when students revol-
ted against the governing communist party and the Soviet Union.
As cultural attaché of the I'rench cultural ministry, Foucault was
a closeted homosexual: homosexuality was not yet fully legal in
Irance, and homosexual practices were highly surveilled in commu-
nist countries. In Poland, particularly, the communist government
used traditionally negative attitudes toward homosexuality as a way
to blackmail homosexuals. Thousands of files against homosexu-
als were collected around the country, culminating in the 1985
“Operation Hyacinth,” which led to the arrest of many gay men."
Back in 1959, Foucault was seduced by a Polish agent with the
intention to disclose his sexuality and put the French Embassy in
trouble. As a result, he was investigated by the police for homosexu-
ality, officially denounced and detained—we don’t know exactly for
how long, but probably a brief period of time before the French
embassy intervened. Trapped in diplomatic scandal, Foucault
was forced to leave Warsaw for Hamburg. The French Embassy
never revealed the official documents of the accusation. Although
hardly commented on, this event likely marked the life and work
of Foucault: He finished writing his doctorate in Poland, published
later as Madness and Civilization: A History of Insanity in the Age of
Reason (1961), in which he developed his notorious thesis about dis-
ciplinary institutions and the modern displacement of society from
public punishment to disciplinary incarceration;" the key historian



of sexuality and the prison in the West, Foucault, determined to
erase his face from the archive of power “like a face drawn in sand

at the edge of the sea,”"

never referred publicly to his own passage
in the prison system of Poland.

Foucault’s eviction is a paradigmatic story of sexuality and poli-
tics, cultural history and espionage, sex and betrayal, private humi-
liation and public silence. It speaks of having first-hand knowledge
regarding surveillance techniques and the incarceration of sexual
minorities, which Foucault went on to historicize. But it also speaks
about the philosopher’s own silence and self-denial: Why didn’t
Foucault mention this event when speaking about the “history of
sexuality”? Was it even possible for him as attaché of the French
Embassy and later professor of the College de I'rance to speak about
sexuality in the first person? Cheang’s FOUCAULT X is a portrait
of a young, still-with-hair Foucault exposed. He is seen in a prison
cell lit by the needle-shaped shadow of the Palace of Culture and
Science in Warsaw, wearing the kimono with which Hervé Guibert
photographed him in at the end of his life. A series of visitors (a
Polish military agent, a diplomat, a doctor) shave Foucault’s head
and dress him up, transforming him into the icon of the public
intellectual that we have come to know: an austere bald figure with
white turtle neck and glasses. The FOUCAULT X film fictionalizes
the encounters between the Polish agent and Foucault in a gay back
room (similar to the Catacombs fisting club that Foucault frequen-
ted in San Francisco in the 1970s®), where persecutor /seducer and
persecuted /seduced discuss what freedom means and how it can be
exercised. It is only after his transformation, however, that Foucault
starts to speak, becoming the narrator of the history of sexuality,
traveling across time and places and encountering the other charac-
ters of the films.

The Myth of the Nonwhite Rapist

Two characters who FOUCAULT X encounters on his travels across

time and space are the female protagonist of the case B X, senten-
ced to life in prison in 2013 for severing her husband’s penis and
throwing it into a garbage disposal unit, and R X, a Muslim scholar
arrested for alleged sexual assault and rape in 2018 and held in soli-
tary confinement in a French prison for ten months without trial.
They represent the two political bodies most severely punished for
alleged sexual offenses: unruly women and the racialized subject.
Throughout our research for this project, we have learnt some
politically loaded lessons. The modern legal regime of the West
often defines women as victims of sexual violence, yet very rarely
contemplates the possibility of women enacting violence upon men.
This may explain why most instances of female perpetrated sexual
violence are castigated with extreme condemnation or considered
cases of mental illness, which leads to institutionalizing women for
life. Women'’s violence is always sentenced with longer imprison-
ment lengths than men, unless men are not white. We also learnt
from studying the results of multiple legal complaints of rape,
sexual assault, and harassment since the #MeToo movement that it
is mostly nonwhite men who have been the object of punishment
and imprisonment. White men were often ostracized by women in

without prison sentences. And although the #McToo movement
brought down more than two hundred men from high responsibi-
lity public positions, only a few faced criminal charges, and even
less (again, mostly nonwhite) were incarcerated as a result of the
accusations. Thus, as a side effect, contemporary criminalization

of sexual violence has facilitated what we could call, along with
political activist and author Angela Y. Davis, the resurrection of the
“myth of the black rapist.”"

For Davis, this myth returns when white supremacy is again
in question. A political invention constructed after the abolition
of slavery in the US—extended to other colonial and postcolonial
contexts—the myth of the black rapist ensures the reassertion of
white power in the face of legal freedom of nonwhite populations.



The differences between the contemporary #MeToo and the South
American Ni Una Menos movements reside precisely on how racism
is considered within these feminist struggles. The Ni Una Menos
movement constituted itself around and against the cases of “femi-
nicidio” in South America, which extended later to the US in con-
nection to the Black Lives Matter movement. Whereas the #MeToo
movement has often used racist arguments to focus on sexual vio-
lence against women (such as the accusations of rape by migrants
in Cologne in 2016), Ni Una Menos rightfully stresses the interlaced
relationship between class oppression, racism, and sexual violence.

The New E-Witch Hunt

Two other films within the 3x3x6 installation focus on the female
political companion of the black rapist: the myth of the loose
woman. As Davis argues,

The fictional image of the Black man as rapist has always strengthe-
ned ils inseparable companion: the image of the Black woman as
chronically promiscuous. For once the notion is accepted that Black
men harbor irresistible and animal-like sexual urges, the entire race is
invested with bestiality. If Black men have their eyes on white woman
as sexual objects, then Black women must certainly welcome the sexual
altentions of white men. Viewed as “loose women” and whores, Black
women’s cries of rape would necessarily lack legitimacy.”

In July 2018, eighteen-year-old Maedeh Hojabri was arrested in
Iran accused of posting videos of herself dancing on her Instagram
account. Hojabri used a smartphone camera to film herself in her
bedroom while she danced to pop and rap music without wearing
a hijab. Touraj Kazemi, head of Tehran’s cyber police, declared

on identifying the posts that his forces were surveying all popular
accounts on Instagram “promoting female indecent dancing” and
would take action against such activity." In following statements,

the cyber police clarified the digital nature of the sexual crime:
what was punished by the law was not the act of dancing itself but
rather the posting of the videos online. Meanwhile, several women
in China have been arrested for posting videos of themselves

that are considered pornographic or indecent by the authorities.
Cheang fictionalizes one such case of L X, who has been condem-
ned to four years of prison for simulating fellatio on the Internet.

As scholar and activist Silvia Federici has argued, sexually and
economically independent women have historically been represen-
ted as a social danger to the patriarchal regime and have become
the object of a systematic witch hunt. For Federici, there is a new
witch hunt taking place alongside the expansion and transforma-
tion of global capitalism."” This hunt is happening mostly, and above
all, within the digital space of the Internet and on apps such as
Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook, where images and discourses are
created and new forms of value produced. Against the image of the
Internet as a free, genderless space, such accusations against women
define the emergence of a new form of technopatriarchy regulated
by a digital authoritarianism, where women’s bodies and actions are
harshly surveilled and monitored.

A few days after the arrest of Hojabri, dozens of Iranian and
non-Iranian women flooded the Internet with videos of themsel-
ves dancing in solidarity, with the hashtag #dancingisnotacrime.

In one post, a woman argued that “she would rather go to jail than
be ‘imprisoned’ in her bedroom,” acknowledging the continuity
between the prison regime, the gender norms that enclose women
within the domestic sphere, and the Internet. The violence created
by this regulation of the digital space demands the construction
of'an e-transfeminist collective subject, who is able to invent visual
discourse in response to these forms of control. 3x3x6 works as a
dissident interface to channel part of this fight, welcoming and
remastering images posted on the Internet in solidarity.

The myth of the loose woman and the witch appear again in
the case referred to in the film FSB X. In December 2011, three



women from Gweru were held at Harare’s Chikurubi Maximum
Security Prison for raping and harvesting men’s semen for profit.
Since then, several cases of female sperm bandits were reported

in Zimbabwe and South Africa. The women were said to have sold
the sperm on the black magic market. Leaving aside the fact that
men were cheated into having sex, it is the expropriation of sperm
by women that seems to trigger the severest condemnation. Unlike
women’s bodies, organs, and fluids, male bodies and fluids remain a
site of sovereign property and ownership—sperm has been histori-
cally considered a theological fluid carrying the power and the attri-
bution to procreate solely to men. Trafficking with such male power
and sovereignty, the so-called female sperm bandits were conside-
red terrorists of the patriarchal regime. As Federici has argued, in
Tanzania and in other countries of central Africa, “prisons are full
of accused witches, and only in 2016 more than a hundred were exe-
cuted, burned at the stake by rebel soldiers, who, following in the
footsteps of sixteenth-century witch finders, have made a business
of the accusations, using the threat of a pending execution to force
people to pay.”™ Closer to sperm banks and fertility clinics than to
witches, the female sperm bandits depicted by Cheang act like a
gang of mercantile women, traveling from Casanova X’s fantasies
into pharmacopornographic capitalism conscious of historically
being in the position of “sperm vessels,” they revolt and decide to
use sperm for its exchange value.

Binary by Default

Like the nonwhite body, the HIV positive, and the alleged e-witches,
trans bodies are the objects of a new institutional violence as well

as the pathologization and criminalization within pharmacoporno-
graphic capitalism. The 4K film D X tells the story of a transgen-
der man accused of having sex with a woman without revealing his
gender status. Known as “rape by deception,” these legal cases are
the inscriptions of transphobic ideology within the law. Accused of

using objects or dildos instead of penises, such trans men are forced
to fight with the metaphysics of the cis-body: What does it mean

to have sex with an imaginary body? Where are the limits between
reality and fiction in sexuality? What counts as a sexual organ in
modern sex-gender epistemology? If the cases of rape by decep-
tion underline an epistemology that is binary by default, D X uses
the oversexualized icon of a black male cis-sexuality—exoticized

and erotized by Robert Mapplethorpe to imagine somatic drag and
bio-transvestism—and exchanges the penis with an array of organic
and inorganic elements. Finally, like in traditional Chinese tales, the
trans man himself transforms into a snake. In this loss of a human
form, D X questions what it means to be legally recognized as trans
when anatomical and political discourses do not accept the trans
body as human reality.

Sousveillance Inside (and Outside)
the Exhibition Room

But Cheang’s panopticon is not just inverted. It projects the ten fic-
tional cases developed in the 4K video installation and it is decen-
tralized, open to images from the outside. Cheang has connected
the projection tower to a 3-D camera surveillance system that scans
the body of the visitor on arrival, registers their image, mixes and
morphs it with hundreds of others to later project it as a hybrid on
the same surface as the alleged sexual prisoners—a disclaimer warns
the visitors that by entering the exhibition they are accepting to
become part of the surveillance system. This contract exposes the
historical relationship between colonial and patriarchal epistemo-
logy present in the visual devices of the prison and of the museum,
leaving us to question the neutrality of the exhibition space. But in
showing up the subject position of the exhibition visitor as data and
sample of the bank (and of the market), Cheang also offers hints to
awaken collective consciousness and the means to act. The exhibi-
tion consciously uses gender and racial morphing as queer digital



strategies to disrupt the tradition of colonial and anthropometric
identification techniques that extend from nineteenth-century
Alphonse Bertillon’s criminological photography to contemporary
Al facial recognition.

For example, in 2017, Stanford University created a computer
algorithm that claimed to be able to distinguish between gay and
straight men 93 percent of the time, and 81 percent for women.

In order to create the algorithm researchers Michal Kosinski and
Yilun Wang used what they call “deep neural networks,” a mathe-
matical system that learns to analyze visuals based on a large data
set.” Unlike Bertillon who could only count on police, hospital, or
colonial detention records to construct his visual archive, this new
Al sexual recognition device was created using more than 35,000
facial images posted by users of a US dating website, voluntarily and
publicly.

But if machine vision can guess sexual orientation it is not
because sexual identity is a natural feature to be read. It is because
the machine works with the same visual and epistemological
regime that constructs the differences between heterosexuality and
homosexuality: We are neither homosexual nor heterosexual but
our visual epistemologies are; we are neither white nor black but
we are teaching our machines the language of technopatriarchal
binarism and racism. 3x3x6 shows this by allowing physical and
virtual visitors to send selfies to the online exhibition system. The
uploaded images are added to the bank of surveillance images, and
then converted into 3-D digital avatars, transformed by a compu-
tational system designed to trans-gender and trans-racialize facial
data. Further, the surveillance system is hacked by an anti-colonial,
transfeminist, and decentralized guerrilla: the faces and bodies of
those criminalized by sexopolitical regimes are mixed in and com-
bined with the image of the visitor to create a single visual universe,
where one is both reflected and transformed collectively.

By connecting the exhibition to an internal network of 3-D sur-
veillance cameras but also to the open flow of exterior online data,

Cheang transforms the panopticon into a tower of sousveillance. This
is the term that Canadian critic Steve Mann has given to the radical
change in surveillance apparatuses through the use of wearable and
portable personal technologies.” If the French term “sur-veillance”
refers to the “from above” location of the physical or technical eye
in the panopticon system, “sous-veillance” speaks of the shift from
the vertical and radial architecture of the prison to the horizonta-
lity and vulnerability of the personal computer device. Although
the miniaturization and digitalization of surveillance technologies
creates a dispersed, decentralized, and limitless watching regime,
which densifies the network of control, it also opens the door to the
possibility of an inverted surveillance move, one in which the users
become agents watching the regime’s eye. Within the contemporary
complex of interlocking panopticons and billions of personal smart-
phones, there is political leverage not only in the position of the
watching device but in the collective capacity of users to trigger a
strategic movement of dissent, resistance, even rebellion. First, this
requires being able to unveil the technologies we use as apparatuses
of control and resistance (instead of mere means of communication
or entertainment), and second, to understand the way they function
and then dare to intervene into their operative system.

By opening up the possibility for the visitor to use personal
smartphones and apps differently, by constantly uploading data
from the visitors and entering it into the image flow of the exhibi-
tion, Cheang extends 3x3x6 outside of its physical location, blurring
the limits between the museum and the Internet, but also between
artist and visitor, between producer and receiver. She is also ques-
tioning individual freedom and intimacy, collective agency and
participation. 3x3x6 shows us that computers and smartphones are
miniature portable prisons, and museums that confine, constitute,
and exhibit our sexual selves only give us the impression of inde-
pendence and privacy. At the same time, the exhibition invites us to
use both sites for possible action and resistance in times of cyber-
netic sur(sous)veillance.



Digital Avant-Garde: Creating Dissident Interfaces

Hacking digital surveillance technologies and social media, Cheang
uses the historical site of the Venetian Renaissance prison to create
areal-time dissident interface that the visitor is invited to enter. But
this “entering” is no longer just a physical act. The visitor’s facial
image is tracked and transformed into data; manipulated to modify
parameters associated with cultural codes of gender, sexuality, and
race; and reloaded into the biopolitical bank of historical and fictio-
nal faces of “sexual offenders” and gender revolters. The visitor can
also access the system digitally and introduce elements that trans-
late into exhibited images, such as reuploading the dancing videos
of the women arrested and jailed for online posting in solidarity.

If the early twentieth-century avant-garde protested against the
cultural conventions of art representation in the nineteenth cen-
tury and denounced such conventions as political instruments of
control, today we are seeing the emergence of a new digital avant-
garde working to transform the frameworks of vision, sound, and
meaning production to reflect on the change from an analogical
society to a digital totality: as reflections on the transformation
between gender norms and the legal and illegal cultures of sha-
ring digital materials online, Brandon (1998-99) and the Kingdom of
Piracy (developed with Yukiko Shikata and Armin Medosch in 2002)
were respectively two pioneer projects by Cheang within this move-
ment. Whereas modernism negotiated the tension between craft
and the emergent technologies of'its era, the digital avant-garde
develops out of the reassessment, critique, and collapse of modern
aesthetics by post-Internet technologies, including data mining,
mass surveillance, and Al. This digital avant-garde movement
undertakes two oppositional moves, as seen in 3x3x6. First, instead
of working for the Internet as mere content provider, Cheang uses
and misuses the possibilities of producing and distributing art spe-
cific to the Internet. Second, the artist practices what we could call
fictional disobedience: Her ways of coding and narrating oppose

the hegemonic narrative that criminalizes sexual, gender, and racial
minorities; she questions the norms that have established the dif-
ference between the normal and the pathological, the real and the
virtual, the socially recognized and the invisible. Cheang does with
Internet technologies what Pasolini did with film, Kathy Acker with
literature: turn a medium against itself only to reconnect it with
political history and social agency. In doing so, the post-Internet
digital avant-garde, to which Shu Lea Cheang belongs, challenges
the aesthetics of Internet global capitalism and the politics of iden-
tity construction fueled by social media and exploited by marketing
and political control alike.

1. Dedicated to all sexual and gender prisoners in real or in epistemological prisons.

2. For legal and political reasons, names of contemporary prisoners visited and fictionalized in the
exhibition 3x3x6 are kept silent or modified.

3. Gilles Deleuze, “Postscript on the Societies of Control,” October 59 (Winter 1992): 3.

4. Ibid., 4.

Ibid.
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6. As part of the research project to produce 3x3x6, we visited several panoptic prisons, including the
Chiayi Prison Museum in Taiwan, which was built during the Japanese occupation and still functioned

as a prison until the beginning of the 2000s.
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