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Perhaps it’s not immediately obvious from its title, but Intro to Civil War, SHUANG LI’s first solo exhibition in Europe, 
is about sex. Currently on view at Berlin’s OPEN FORUM, the show combines video, sculpture, sound, and installation 
around an imagined dialogue between a present-day AI sex doll and the ancient concubine on which she was modeled. 
The result is a part-historical, part-futurist study of how structures of power regulate our sexualities, our gender 
identities, and our bodies in a globalized, digitized world – themes the artist, based in Yiwu, China, has explored before. 
(Her 2015 performance Marry Me for Chinese Citizenship featured clothing and bags emblazoned with the work’s 
slogan-like title, .) Citing theorist Paul B. Preciado in the statement for this latest show – which features 3D animations 
of tadpoles, music by Eli Osheyack, and swirling holographic projections – Shuang Li doesn’t strictly condemn the 
current state of control and consumerism, or how we got here. Rather, despite the ostensibly cold, faceless backdrop 
of biotechnology, surveillance, and post-digital interpersonal connections, she locates humanity in our increasingly 
complicated (and persistently transactional) sexual status quo. Her artistic process of distillation, she reveals below, is 
not just facilitated by digital cultural research. It is informed by a personal experience of technology, via bootleg Nintendo 
games and Myspace friendships, among other things.

“The changes within neoliberalism that we are witnessing are characterized not only by the 
transformation of ‘gender,’ ‘sex,’ ‘sexuality,’ ‘sexual identity,’ and “pleasure” into objects of the political 
management of living, but also by the fact that this management itself is carried out through the new 

dynamics of advanced techno-capitalism, global media, and biotechnologies. We are being confronted 
with a new type of hot, psychotropic punk capitalism. These recent transformations are imposing an 

ensemble of new micro-prosthetic mechanisms of control of subjectivity by means of biomolecular and 
multimedia technical protocols.”

– Paul B. Preciado, “Testo Junkie: Sex, Drugs, and Biopolitics” (Trans. Bruce Benderson, Feminist Press, 2013)
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This is your first solo presentation in Europe. Was your experience in or of Berlin influential to how you presented or 
contextualized the work? More generally, what were your impressions of the city and its creative scene?

In terms of the presentation of the show, Nick [Koenigsknecht, founder of Open Forum] definitely helped me a lot 
contextualizing my concept. We had been talking about the show for months and he had been offering me perspectives that I 
couldn’t see on my own.

I’d never been to Berlin before, and the creative energy is definitely very different from Shanghai. Berlin reminds me a lot of 
Bushwick, but I’m so inspired by how the city memorizes history. And for this trip I actually met up with one of my Myspace 
friends for the first time. We met on Myspace around 2005, then we moved to Facebook, then Instagram. It’s magical to see 
her in the flesh in Berlin.

Your work engages many media – video, sound, installation, even the medium of the dialogue or story. How do you go 
about choosing, or how are you drawn to certain media to convey your messages?

Most of the time, the whole process feels like driving up a winding mountain road. You keep speeding up, and at one point 
the car breaks the barricade of the roads, flies out from the curve and off the mountain. I can’t drive, but I imagine that is 
what driving off a mountain feels like from the video games I’ve played!

I always have one general concept that I have in mind and have been researching intensively. For the work at Open Forum 
I had been researching ancient concubines. So much had been said about them, but no voice came straight from their own 
experience. For this show, I wanted to make the gallery space into a shrine to channel them. At one point I read in the archive 
that concubines were made to drink tadpoles, which were believed to prevent pregnancy. Then I started looking at tadpoles, 
which actually look like sperms. I think that makes it a very interesting imagery to play around with. So I commissioned 
3D animations around the imagery and decided to put them on the holographic fans, trying to build this shrine with future-
looking technology – and printed shower curtains.

There’s a certain human quality to your work, even though there aren’t strictly speaking human forms or figures – 
how do you use the “cold” technological landscape as a place for a more personal voice, touch, emotion? And are 
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you using your own personal experience as a way of achieving that?

I guess for some reason I’ve always been an inside-outsider to all the mediascapes that I’ve engaged with. I grew up in 
a small town in China where there was basically nothing to do, so I was on Internet all the time – mostly on YouTube and 
Myspace – before I could actually speak English. I didn’t know what was going on. What I could understand back then was 
only the interface, pictures, and music.

The other thing that I hold so close to my heart was dakou CDs – the kind of CDs that were sold as trash to Asia after 
punching a hole in them and stripping them of their commodity value. But somebody figured out the hole wouldn’t really 
hurt the disk, and started selling them really cheap, like two dollars for a CD. I got to know My Chemical Romance and 
Marilyn Manson through these cracked CDs, and felt really connected like every other emo kid – like, “Ah somebody finally 
understands me.” And it was also through their music that I learned English.

As a kid, one of the most luxurious things I had was a knockoff Nintendo and the pirated video games. One of my favorite 
games that I was obsessed with was called Jackal, which was basically driving around in a tank bombing people and 
buildings in the jungle. But not until recently did I learn my favorite game was based on the Vietnam War.

I did literature for undergrad and media studies for grad school, where I tried to bring in these outsider points of view. I guess 
these technological landscapes have never been “cold” to me. Always being the outsider also gives me another perspective 
looking at them, but I’m also well aware of the Western structures – the etymologies, and the academic system that I 
graduated from. At one point I struggled to break free from it in my work, which might be impossible, so now building upon 
that to develop my own voice is more like what I have been trying to do.

You highlight some urgent and deep political and social issues, but the work does not feel preachy or didactic. It 
feels connected to experience or feeling. How would you describe your approach to themes such as these? As an 
artist in 2019, does it feel like a duty of some kind to take on issues of political and social significance, for example 

representing marginalized bodies or communities?

I do feel like an artist has social responsibilities toward an increasingly diverse and global audience, as opposed to a small 
elite, art-inclined group of people. I know I can’t claim to represent any community – not even my own – but I always want 
to connect just personally, and that’s the departure point I take in a lot of my works. I remember studying in the US, there 
were a lot of people my age whose parents or grandparents would have some stereotypical impressions of Chinese or Asian 
people in general. But when I went to their homes and had dinner with them, they saw this stereotype turn into flesh, and we 
usually had nice conversations.

I’ve been studying the Muslim population in China, and plan to make new works about that in the coming year. I’m definitive-
ly an outsider to their culture but I do feel connected, particularly in terms of the situation of women. Now I live in a town in 
China where there is a big Middle Eastern population and there is this women-only gym. I usually feel so exposed at the gym, 
only in this space I feel free and empowered.
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Shuang Li grew up with a host of “underground” media, from knockoff Nintendo to dakou CDs.1 She was 
practically raised by the Myspace and YouTube culture of the pre-Great Firewall Chinese internet in the early 
2000s, learning English through My Chemical Romance songs, geography through Uncharted Waters,2 and 
gender from Star Dream.3 This digital life led her to pursue an MA in media studies in New York, where she 
developed a unique perspective on these technologies through the lens of shifting transnational processes, 
observing how intersecting vectors of identity—from gender to race to citizenship—are mobilized and managed 
in the service of a new world economy.

On Valentine’s Day 2015, Li ventured into the streets of New York wearing a makeshift sign reading “Marry 
Me for Chinese Citizenship” and roamed Times Square for a good six hours. It was controversial, no doubt, 
but hilarious to those who got the full extent of the joke: both a reversal of a stereotype (Asian woman seeks 
U.S. citizenship!) and a comment on the red tape involved in becoming a naturalized Chinese citizen by way of 
marrying a mainlander, making it practically unattainable. The performance was certainly not in the style of the 
detached flaneur. Charged with provocation and apparent frivolousness, it aligned itself more closely with the 
labor of a migrant sex worker who thrusts her body into the public and offers sex—a slice of subjectivity, just like 
citizenship—qua work. (Halfway through the video documentation of the performance, we hear a middle-aged 
lady lashing out at Li: “Are you that desperate? Your self- worth is so low,” a line of moral critique that succinctly 
captures the predominant view on female sex work today). In her deadpan yet witty performance, public 
responses became a mirror of the variegated ways in which sexual, gender, racial, and geopolitical prejudices 
encroach on a subject’s range of motion today.

The last few decades have witnessed what philosopher Paul B. Preciado characterizes as an intensive 
“pornification of labor,” or the capture of sex and sexuality by economy.4 This transformation owes much to the 
proliferation of digital media, which penetrates consumption and labor in both material and audiovisual forms.

Li became fascinated by Taobao, the world’s largest e-commerce service, which generates billions of RMB in 
revenue and countless jobs. She is particularly struck by the fact that customer service representatives across 
Taobao retailers unanimously speak in a feminine tone. Putting a wild spin on this vexing status quo, her latest 
video, T (2017-2018), is a hypermodern biopic about a cynical, sexist straight dude required by his new job—
customer service representative for a Taobao women’s socks retailer—to perform femininity in his daily contact 
with customers.
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Four screens on a wall are closely aligned to form a rectangle. A flux of images combining CGI and live action 
unravel on each, occasionally synchronizing to zoom in on a pair of animated feet. Through the clumsy, 
unrehearsed-sounding delivery of a female narrator speaking in the first person, we hear about the male 
protagonist’s routine at work, which often involves dealing with customer requests for pictures of “her” own feet 
wearing the products. In a range of close-up shots, the feet wobble, toes wagging, teasing the camera as in 
hentai porn.

Just when you begin to get hooked (or hard) on the toes, they begin to contract into an abject form, pointing 
to the bloodstained history of foot binding. From an ancient technology for the biopolitical management of 
the female sex (aimed to, for one, prohibit them from working) to the contemporary irony of a cis-male being 
forced into cyberdrag for work, T leaves the more somber ethical questions to others, opting instead for a 
liberating rush of Schadenfreude. At the end of the video, when another employee complains about the unfair 
requirement—“But I’m a man!”—the boss replies, “Well, now you have no gender.”

In 2018 Li uploaded all her electronic photographs and text messages from 2005 to 2015 to commandx.net, then 
erased her backup storage. Accessible during her future exhibitions, the website allows visitors to freely browse 
and delete any content. For her upcoming project, Li relocated from Shanghai to Yiwu, a small town known as 
the world’s largest wholesale market, supplying the globe with everything from Christmas decorations to the 
neon-yellow vests that recently fueled the Gilet Jaunes movement in France. She is conceiving a video work 
about an internet relationship between a pubescent boy working in a yellow vest factory and a visiting French 
woman, whom he finds via social media geo-tags. Such is a glimpse of Li’s radical, decidedly inappropriate 
world, where she delves into the perverse traps of a cyberextended reality to unpick its ironies, all the while 
scavenging moments of empowerment. 


