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Donna Haraway’s Children: Meet the Dynamic
Young Artists Who Are Embracing the Cyborg

A new generation of artists has found inspiration in the cyborg and what it can teach us about

destabilizing binaries.
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Cajsa von Zeipel, X Plus X Equals X, 2021. Photography by Katja Illner and Kunsthalle Düsseldorf. Image courtesy of the

artist and Andréhn-Schiptjenko.

Two purple-haired women are wrapped around a pole that is part-stripper, part-IV. They

are jointly intubated; futuristic biomedical equipment sprouting baby bottles and

pacifiers pipes its contents into one of the figure’s clear platform shoes. The sci-fi scene

is a sculpture by Cajsa von Zeipel, (https://www.instagram.com/futuristiclesbian/?hl=en)

a Swedish artist who makes life-size femme and nonbinary personages out of silicone.

Often equipped with futuristic tech wearables, they seem to merge with their devices,

pets, clothes, modes of transportation, and one another. This particular sculpture, X Plus

X Equals x, 2021, is an allusion to CRISPR technology, a type of genome editing that

some scientists say could enable same-sex couples to have genetic offspring.

Von Zeipel is one of a number of contemporary artists who are embracing the cyborg as a

subject. From biotechnologies that rewrite experiences of embodiment to cellular

devices that act as cognitive prosthetics, we are all, to one extent or another, cyborgs.

This claim is not novel: philosopher Donna Haraway made it in 1985 in her deeply

influential essay A Cyborg Manifesto. While many of her feminist peers outright rejected

new technologies because of their association with the military, patriarchy, and

capitalism, Haraway proposed that the cyborg could productively destabilize artificial

binaries like those separating human from machine

(https://www.culturedmag.com/article/2018/09/11/daniel-arshams-time-machines),

physical from virtual, and being from becoming.

https://www.instagram.com/futuristiclesbian/?hl=en
https://www.culturedmag.com/article/2018/09/11/daniel-arshams-time-machines
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Nicole Ru�iero, Elegant (Digital Still), 2021. Image courtesy of the artist and The Hole.

As contemporary artists grapple with what it means to be a cyborg today and imagine

what it may mean to be one tomorrow, Haraway’s cyborg feminism

(https://www.culturedmag.com/article/2023/06/01/sophia-giovannitti-literature-working-

girl) has remained a touchstone: a framework to celebrate, expand, and challenge. Some

https://www.culturedmag.com/article/2023/06/01/sophia-giovannitti-literature-working-girl
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artists see the cyborg as a failed figure that—in light of its embrace by neoliberal

transhumanists and its embeddedness in the extractive practices that make tech tick—is

less productive than metaphors derived from nature. (Haraway herself has since moved

toward “companion species” and “critters.”) There are also those for whom the cyborg is

a frightening emblem, representative of feelings of alienation from our bodies or

concerns about how humans might fare in the singularity. 

“What we have now is a combination of the fictions and myths

(https://www.culturedmag.com/article/2022/08/11/at-fort-gansevoort-iwantja-rock-n-

roll-eschews-the-modernist-myths-of-aboriginal-art) with the overriding fear of being

taken over by machines, rather than welcoming a possibility of collaboration,” says San

Francisco-based artist Lynn Hershman Leeson, whose work explores both the creative

and destructive potential of technology. Having explored the subject of cyborgs since the

1960s, she just finished a film created collaboratively with GPT-3.

https://www.culturedmag.com/article/2022/08/11/at-fort-gansevoort-iwantja-rock-n-roll-eschews-the-modernist-myths-of-aboriginal-art
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Lynn Hershman Leeson, Roberta’s Construction Chart 1, 1975. Image courtesy of the artist and the Tate.

Charlotte Kent, an associate professor of visual culture at Montclair State University,

notes that cultural interest in the cyborg predates even Haraway. She points to the

period between the world wars, when the cyborg gained relevance amid scientific and

https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsuApCiQTbUPiFv_rc2OvwpXFeLFaeGrgtRCiRntmbDbduEOiwQfC0djjy55T2PVVF4HRrHlnfofKnnekljW_D5olgjychELvJhy7cPRd81M_iRU1aQ0fTlo0HRBSXpPd32IL1wjwby62_0CTTXyUDIfJvtvz0LW5f2hU-yMF4UOJa0EpB7gDBV9R0kgnvnSBxsxGUaassJ3m1pAeR6pbRH8sN7r7cxyt1k7OUuAEFGBQwmhnfzLUG8Q4C6DbUU3ZMI86b7x6yU66fTMK94QGbHhmw0HWbVE8ktXctxrAMxZOjhwyO9e7KmTc6V5p2tLYH01EY97vISgaJr7Fn0YUQ&sai=AMfl-YTXL24umwXulezQSCKB821MWEO6zDVo14oqBGUv76x9CVQX-ON8dV3jEXJbz7h9qHoxXSP-EK8Fv-RYtOqi_auPdB0yhWeoG0vNEXHcWLthqBxTRYqFYuuNB1QBHw&sig=Cg0ArKJSzKSJm0F3nKZJ&fbs_aeid=[gw_fbsaeid]&adurl=https://www.pacegallery.com/exhibitions/%3Futm_source%3Dcultured%26utm_medium%3Ddisplay%26utm_campaign%3Dnov23
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technological advances, audiences’ growing enthusiasm for science

(https://www.culturedmag.com/article/2020/12/07/fields-harrington) fiction, and

soldiers’ treatment of war injuries with plastic surgery and prostheses.

That the hybridized cyborg is not a new—or uniquely Western—concept is central to

Iranian artist Morehshin Allahyari’s work regarding female and nonbinary jinn, or human-

creature hybrids from Persian and Arabic mythology. Allahyari’s The Laughing Snake,

2019, was included in "Refigured" at the Whitney Museum earlier this year, a group show

exploring the porous boundaries between the physical and virtual selves.

The Laughing Snake comprised a mirrored installation that housed a 3D-printed

sculpture of a humanoid serpent (a jinn from a 14th or 15th century Arabic manuscript)

as well as a touchscreen through which gallerygoers could access a related story. In a

2023 interview, Allahyari described jinn as a cyborgian mix of human and nonhuman. 

Morehshin Allahyari, The Laughing Snake, 2019. Image courtesy of the artist and the Whitney Museum of American Art.

https://www.culturedmag.com/article/2020/12/07/fields-harrington
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Kathy Grayson, founder of the art gallery The Hole, recently mounted "Fembot

(https://thehole.com/exhibitions/fembot)," a group show considering predominantly

femme bodies in the digital realm. She sees the artistic discourse around the cyborg and

feminism as an evolving one. “Early cyberfeminist art was more optimistic; Mariko Mori

or Pipilotti Rist were thinking about avatars and digital disembodiment as empowerment,

and that is a strong thread today,” says Grayson. “But I think unseen manipulation and

control across digital platforms are becoming the subject of works as well.”

Guided by a “crip-technoscience methodology,” artist Erika Jean Lincoln’s DIY-style

installation (https://www.culturedmag.com/article/2023/10/16/artist-karon-davis-salon-

94-ballet) Neural Knot: Synaptic/Semblance, 2023, was on view in "Fembot" at The Hole.

By inserting contact microphones into a knotted mass of thread and wire—a

visualization of neural pathways—that she suspended between spooled threads on

motorized winders, Lincoln both simulates her experience of sound as someone with

Audio Processing Disorder (APD) and frames APD as a form of sound art. Lo�ing the

sound visually, an associated computer interface acts as a perceptual prosthetic that

offers viewers another way into sonic experience.

https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjsssrUIQ9A0BBRfciofhbHK3bllODJnY2oxeucZsQI0uzf0n1ZHrTkypTQR3uqRXlIA_nMAEUhWx-37boRAY7OJdTdvPNPdnc0nRV2EUjO3f_oeNT_g1GEz1qH96x4mYcriy3RcIXzuFlqbhqA6_5hys1zf1DALP-U8N9i49zf7tXjzXk7EfWUK5zaqdmTE1iyqIju_mYe4-xOTm4FTZ5rOD3JknDxoz0PNb16QLlGT4V5Lt7a9JCf_ACuXSPn2uYYsZIsbqpkz21WrXObvbUZRIWBLAOWBRjlMOrcjiOyebqUDkYR3_idty2NQxfh6dU7Sswzv9WQdfaiJE67nMdQ&sai=AMfl-YSclMFNhXaqmU07ECmMmKJTimXACHA7mUPBDvm3VJQR91LaLftt49Ga5lvCsBsEbrGtPgHLNRjETtZ9z3SI23CFtXBkjnR_Yjn9YnI7vO_OfZZKSlVQSqOTjoOhSw&sig=Cg0ArKJSzHaOUViDbsNq&fbs_aeid=[gw_fbsaeid]&adurl=https://www.pacegallery.com/exhibitions/%3Futm_source%3Dcultured%26utm_medium%3Ddisplay%26utm_campaign%3Dnov23
https://thehole.com/exhibitions/fembot
https://www.culturedmag.com/article/2023/10/16/artist-karon-davis-salon-94-ballet
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Erika Jean Lincoln, Neural Knot: Synaptic/Semblance, 2023. Image courtesy of the artist and The Hole.



11/3/2023 Donna Haraway’s Children: Meet the Dynamic Young Artists Who Are Embracing the Cyborg

https://www.culturedmag.com/article/2023/11/02/artists-cyborg-art-trend?fbclid=PAAaZvr23Hg7O55JrZQ9nXeq1FOSKfavksyND36hyy0eX7IAqOVN5iAzwR68… 11/20

New York-based artist Rachel Rossin (https://www.instagram.com/rachelrossin/?hl=en)

is also interested in the effects of technology on our sense of embodiment. Inspired by

brain-computer interfaces, The Maw Of, 2022–ongoing—versions of which were

presented in "Refigured" and in Rossin’s overlapping solo show "SCRY" at Magenta

Plains—unfolds across virtual reality, augmented reality, video, and the Internet.

Using a VR camera with thermal vision (often associated with military operations), Rossin

casts herself as a spectral avatar whose brain and skeleton are intermittently revealed as

she floats in open virtual space or sprints through a suburban neighborhood. Avatar and

flesh, virtual and physical, and domestic and military are enmeshed in a hallucinatory

theater. Meanwhile, Rossin’s paintings address the eschatological undertones in our

thinking about technology: the foreboding canvases depict armored cyborgs, some

labeled “good” or “bad.”

https://www.instagram.com/rachelrossin/?hl=en
https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/pcs/click?xai=AKAOjssixn6eODcQ0gjHi_XcCcMeOF17v9IuzFQLl_WgQFClXq-rvQJNsBm61sdPJAXIaQVNre_v3zJ2TZTZhZthax-HttKhdiP2UV81wru0pP4TdN6nym5i7w1reIcKO1XoDS_FDTtUvR2TqHWy0WgumWF9i-y0j0pG22ANI5x2xkGHTWsCmosrZ5001ABi6NEYTaZJ-F8I3-TwXhvxvP8cfvnQqMWnwZUY4I5086vfp1NP5y4Cfz_RxPpnLwTRhwShWPQImCCdeCcpAVSP4kZTqY46BAd9nZVsttgdlJMj57tfp4_iPK9z00Cr2UFYc8hfcfZfLjw8ZC1Fab-R46PsLA&sai=AMfl-YRV3oznp59VaCE-xgSQZqem_BQxEKWPTFLojR34tl4IHSIuXPTi8Fz81-RV8WaMvWIEoBKwjw16RGXeyS83Rhhriqa48taRknmBJgD-0kKMETgDeE5_g0MQyNfd3g&sig=Cg0ArKJSzIW-OIQFuNLX&fbs_aeid=[gw_fbsaeid]&adurl=https://www.pacegallery.com/exhibitions/%3Futm_source%3Dcultured%26utm_medium%3Ddisplay%26utm_campaign%3Dnov23
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Rachel Rossin, The Maw Of, 2022. Image courtesy of the artist and the Whitney Museum of American Art.

While technology can certainly elicit such binary responses, some queer and trans

artists are drawn to the figure of the cyborg because of the challenges it poses to

binaries, fixed states, and enculturated notions of “the natural.” Artist and performer

Juliana Huxtable, a Black trans woman who was born intersex, identifies as a cyborg. In

addition to scrambling the registers of sex and gender, this chosen identifier embraces

the mutability, multiplicity, and capaciousness that have characterized some of

Huxtable’s experiences of identity in virtual space.

Huxtable, like Allahyari, has found the intersection between human, animal, and myth to

be a generative site. When faced with questions regarding the intersection of gender,

race, and representation, “it’s more interesting to just go trans-species,” Huxtable said in

2019. "AKIMBO SPITTLE," her exhibition at Project Native Informant in late 2022, was

composed of paintings populated by colorful femme figures that were ecstatically

clawed, hoofed, and winged.

Approaching the cyborg as a fruitful site to think about the the present and futurities,

scholar Alison Kafer has advocated for “bringing a disability consciousness to the

cyborg.” For the titular work of Itziar Barrio (https://www.instagram.com/itziar_barrio/)’s

https://www.instagram.com/itziar_barrio/
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solo show "did not feel low, was sleeping" at Smack Mellon this spring, the artist, whose

recent projects parse technology, labor, and the body, collaborated with Laura Forlano, a

social scientist with Type 1 diabetes.

In Hacking the Feminist Disabled Body, Forlano writes about her reliance on,

collaboration with, and friction with embedded medical devices, unpacking “the rituals

and the mess of data and devices when juxtaposed with human systems in the everyday

life of a cyborg body.” Forlano provided daily data from her smart insulin pump, which the

pair used to program subtly animatronic sculptures made from concrete and spandex.

Itziar Barrio, did not feel low, was sleeping, 2023. Image courtesy of the artist and Smack Mellon.

Reflecting on A Cyborg Manifesto in 2015, scholar Zoë Sofoulis asked: “What kinds of

knowledges about whose material lives and aspirations have input into formulating the

metaphor? And what kind of political work do we want our cherished metaphors or

monsters to perform?”
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For the artists whose work is electrified by these questions today, the cyborg can be a

powerful assertion of self, a locus of connection, and a site from which to imagine—or

even hack one’s way into—a technologized condition that feels liberating and connective

rather than surveillant and extractive. At the same time, the cyborg is an ambivalent,

quotidian, even boring creature: that organism who puts on her contact lenses and takes

to the computer’s infinite scroll, her body slumped in the chair like an afterthought.
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