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Introduction

subRosa’s collective art practice strives to create discourse and embodied knowledge about the 
effects of information-, communication-, and bio-technologies on women’s lives, labor, and bodies. 
Since 1998, we have produced performances, installations, publications, web sites, participatory 
mapping events and workshops addressing these effects. subRosa’s projects aim to re-think and 
re-contextualize historical feminist theories regarding the representation and treatment of women’s 
bodies, sexuality, production and reproduction, as they are being inflected and changed by global 
biopolitical shifts to a service, immaterial labor, and affect economy, by migration, and by advanced 
bio-medical and genetic technologies. There is no question that worldwide women’s bodies−−along 
with soldier, migrant, raced, and worker bodies−−are under more stringent surveillance now than 
ever before, and that the power of militarized imaging, surveillance, private property rights, and 
other control mechanisms are deeply affecting women’s lives in specific ways. subRosa seeks to 
understand the implications of increased controls while mapping new possibilities for feminist praxis 
regarding women’s sexual, social, and reproductive autonomy, and acknowledging the “constant 
capture” of agency that these new conditions of surveillance generate. 

Many of subRosa’s projects address issues raised during the 2006 University of Milwaukee conference 
Constant Capture: Visibility, Civil Liberties, and Global Security. For example, we’ve been particularly 
concerned with the literal capture of women’s bodies and tissues in the service of ‘scientific’ control 
of fertility and reproduction in ART (Assisted Reproductive Technologies) and “making” new life 
in the biology lab. We are deeply disturbed by the militarization of medicine and biotechnology as 
evidenced by the stepped-up spending on developing bio-warfare and bio-safety labs and programs 
throughout the US.1 subRosa’s SmartMom WEB project (1998) detourned some of the imaging and 
sensing technologies developed by the military and NASA’s space programs, which have subsequently 
been deployed for civilian purposes.2 A classic example is ultrasound imaging initially developed by 
the navy to detect underwater submarines and other large objects, and now a staple gynecological 
tool used to monitor conception, pregnancy, ovulation, ovarian cysts, and the like. In our research we 
found many examples of Defense Sciences Office (DSO) and Defense Advanced Research Projects 
Agency (DARPA) projects that purpose to biologically and chemically retool the soldier body for 
remote battlefield conditions. For example, DSO is “developing technologies that will allow our highly 
skilled and impeccably trained war-fighters to maintain their peak physical and cognitive performance 
despite the harsh conditions of combat…such as sleep deprivation, intake of inadequate quantity/
quality of calories, heat and cold stress, muscle fatigue,” as well as possible exposure to germs and 
viruses of bio-warfare and infectious diseases.3 Devices and procedures already in development or 
combat deployment include experimental vaccines, molecular pharmaceuticals, automated battle-
field “trauma pods,” novel pain medications, and a “neural-controlled upper extremity prosthesis that 
fully recapitulates the motor and sensory functions of a natural limb.” The ironic SmartMom project 
suggested in what ways many of these cyborgian technologies could be adapted to valuable civilian 
uses, such as controlling women’s fertility, forcing their compliance with doctor’s orders, and assuring 
more efficient reproduction of workers and soldiers. 

International Fleshmarkets

World-wide, the trafficking of humans—overwhelmingly women and children--for sex work, the 
entertainment industry, domestic, and slave labor, is one of the fastest growing (illegal) industries in 
the world.4 subRosa has researched and made work about the harvesting and international distribution 
of women’s tissues and body parts, such as eggs, placentas, embryos, embryonic and fetal stem cells, 
and umbilical cord blood.5 When we were invited to international performance festivals in Mexico City 
(2003)6 and in Merida, Mexico (2005),7we devised International Markets of Flesh [IMF] a project that 
incorporates a critique of the ravages that NAFTA (the North American Fair Trade Agreement) has 
wreaked on the Mexican economy and labor conditions—not to mention on human and civil rights. 
Both performances were presented bilingually in Spanish and English. IMF addressed the increase in 
entrepreneurial international trafficking of human organs and transplant operations facilitated through 
the Internet, global communications technologies, enforced or voluntary migration patterns, and the 
gendered aspects of citizenship and legal status (for example the ‘property rights’ of husbands over 
their wives’ body parts and reproductive capacity in some countries). From our research and audience 
response it was clear that the trafficking of organs and bodies for medical, labor, and sex purposes 
was already a hot-button political issue in Mexico. 

IMF was conceived as a low-tech audience-participatory performance designed to inspire critical 
thinking about relationships between new eugenic reproductive technologies, digital communications 
technologies, and an international flesh market that trafficks in human labor, bodies, and organs. How 
do these new communications and bio- technologies affect social and political relations between 
individual bodies in everyday life? How are the global market conditions of pan-capitalism reconfiguring 
international labor relations and flows of bodies and body parts across borders? How are concepts of 
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1 See the Sunshine Project, <www.sunshine-
project.org>.

2 See subRosa website for SmartMom link: 
<www.cyberfeminism.net>. 

3 For DOS and DARPA projects see: <http://www.
darpa.mil/dso/biosci/biosci.htm>.

4 As reported on Worldview, Chicago Public 
Radio, August 28, 2006. Recent European 
Commission figures for yearly trafficking figures 
for women estimate 700,000 in the last year. 
See also “Running with Atalanta,” a Radio 
Netherlands documentary on sex trafficking in 
the Netherlands. 

5 See for example subRosa’s project “Cell Track: 
Mapping the Appropriation of Life Materials.” 
<www.cyberfeminism.net>.

6 International Markets of Flesh, “XI International 
Performance Art Festival: Out of Focus,” 
ExTeresa Arte Actual, Mexico City, July 11, 2003.

7 International Markets of Flesh v2., in 
collaboration with Carolina Loyola-Garcia, �Arte 
Nuevo InteractivA�05,� Patio Central del Centro 
Cultural Olimpio, Mérida, Mexico, June 25, 2005 
(catalog).



the value of human life changing in the age of the genetically engineered, distributed, and patented 
body? What possibilities of resistance to market imperatives are possible in the tactical deployment of 
our collective bio-political power? 

Our goals for the performance were: 

• Collective research and knowledge production. 

• Hands-on learning/teaching about international fleshmarkets while discussing their social, 
economic, and geographic implications. 

• Experiencing science with a difference: the understanding of science and its contents are different 
when it is done in the public sphere as an interrogative act.

• Public pedagogy as a practice of resistance to intellectual property agreements, privatization and 
corporatization of learning and knowledge. 

• DIY (do it yourself) tactics: How to arouse the interest and passion of viewers and users through 
projects that address key everyday life issues, such as food and nutrition, health and medical care, 
reproduction and fertility, and work and money.

• Exploring the interrelationships between human desires, myths, real scientific possibilities, and the 
ways in which different lives are valued.

We designed IMF as a collective mapping and information-sharing project. The audience/participants 
gathered in the center of a performance space that contained a large map, a digital projection, and a 
set of transparent anatomical drawings of the solid human organs.8 There were trays of soft sculptures 
very close in size and weight to actual human organs, and piles of colored stickers of the most 
commonly harvested body parts. To begin the performance, we first passed the soft organ sculptures 
around among the audience in order to let them feel the weight and size of the organs. We suggested 
holding them against their bodies in the locations indicated in our anatomical diagrams. This embodied 
performative moment evoked a lively interchange, and our audience was reluctant to let go of the 
organs (we even lost a few hearts in this performance). 

Next followed a slide show discussing various economies of international body part trafficking. Whole 
migrant worker bodies as well as illegally sold “donor” body parts tend to move from South to North, 
and from East to West. Clients and organ brokers are usually wealthy individuals living in First World 
countries, while sellers are often desperately poor people from developing countries.9 Entrepreneurial 
brokers use the Internet and free market principles to circumvent the (supposedly) strictly regulated 
organ transplant waiting lists. Advanced life-saving technologies mean more opportunities to improve 
or extend the lives of terminally ill patients, who far outnumber available organ donors. Regulated 
waiting lists are supposed to prioritize recipients according to need and tissue compatibility, while 
taking into consideration the social values of who most deserves to stay alive or to live in less pain. 
But the fact that the demand far outpaces the supply creates an “organ shortage,” which is easily 
overcome by individuals who can broker deals between the extremely wealthy and extremely poor 
in illegal international black markets.10 subRosa’s slide-show illustrated how international illegal 
transactions work with a true story about an illegal brokerage firm based in Israel that arranged for an 
impoverished Brazilian to sell a single kidney to a wealthy New Yorker who was thus able to bypass 
a long transplant waiting list-. To skirt US regulations, the surgery was performed in Johannesburg, 
South Africa, which has long been a center of advanced techniques in transplant surgery. 

These preliminary sections were a preparation for the main activity of the performance, which was to 
map participants’ stories and rumors about the trafficking, sale, and transplant of organs onto a large 
world map we had prepared. The map was printed with a version of Buckminster Fuller’s Dymaxian 
Projection, which shows the South and North American continents in reversed positions (so that South 
America is on top) and also depicts the continents’ relative sizes more accurately than conventional 
maps. To the right on our map was a large human/cyborgian anatomical figure, a recombinant of both 
fleshly and machinic body parts. We encouraged participants to draw and write their stories directly 
on the map, tracking the countries and routes by which the organs/bodies had traveled, and using 
stickers to designate the organ in question as well as relating it to the cyborg body on the map. Myths, 
rumors, and factual examples were all juxtaposed, and it was interesting to see that the geographies 
overlapped. 

People were reluctant at first, but then eager to tell their stories of the flesh market. They understood 
intuitively that it was both real and metaphorical, and that the economic relations between Mexico 
and the US are cannibalistic (though a surprising number of audience members in Mexico City did 
not know what NAFTA was and were unaware of the International Monetary Fund, to which the 
show’s title refers). subRosa members and the audience contributed tales of babies being stolen from 

8 In Mexico City we performed on the altar of a converted 
17th Century Spanish chapel in the center of the city; 
in Merida, we performed in the open-air rotunda of a 
cultural building. The venues attracted very different 
audiences and in both cases presented a mix of locals of 
all classes, tourists, street vendors, and multilingual art 
aficionados.

9 “Donor” is a euphemism. Despite the fact that all 
countries have laws forbidding the selling of human 
organs, tissues, and cadavers, all parts of the human 
body can now fetch huge prices on illegal markets. 
A fresh (non-cadaveric) kidney bought from an 
impoverished seller for $2,000 can be sold to a well-off 
client/patient for $20,000. Brokers and scientists readily 
employ the rhetoric of donation but rarely give unpaid 
time, space, or their own body parts to the exchange.

10 See Nancy Scheper-Hughes “Dispelling the 
Myth. The realities of organ trafficking.” <www.
threemonkeysonline.com/threemon_article_organ_
trafficking_interview_nancy_scheper-Hughes.htm>
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mothers in hospitals; street children being drugged and harvested for their organs; blood being drawn 
from homeless donors in return for food; kidneys, corneas, and livers being sold to Internet buyers to 
pay for an ill mother’s treament a daughter’s marriage, a son’s schooling, and a family home; as well 
as stories about relatives or friends who had received organ transplants with mixed medical results. 

For a final performance activity, we asked people to fill out a “ What is your Flesh Worth?” (Que Valor 
Tiene Su Carne?) questionnaire in return for which they receive a Certificate of Flesh Worth with the 
following text:  
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The Flesh Worth Form used documented market values for body parts and labor and was an effective 
way to demonstrate how those values are often arbitrarily higher or lower according to the race, age, 
and gender of the “donor.” During the Mexico City performance, subRosa discovered that many in 
our audience did not respond well to filling out a questionnaire. They were suspicious of this activity 
(probably for very good reasons) and several left at that point. Others were eager to get the Certificate 
but were practically illiterate so we had to help them fill out the questionnaires. This proved to be an 
interesting part of the performance as it meant having discussions with people about how to put a 
monetary value on a kidney, or liver, or cornea, or other body part. The thought of selling a body part 
was abhorrent to most people, many of whom either estimated the value of their parts very highly, 
or declared them invaluable and sacred, saying they would only consider an organ donation as a 
humanitarian act, not a monetary transaction. 

When subRosa re-did this performance a year later in Merida, a city in the Yucatan, we changed the 
last part of the performance. Instead of filling out questionnaires, we asked people to write down on 
cards responses to problems of inequality inherent in the flesh market, and to suggest more equitable 
ways of dealing with health care, migration, and labor issues. In return for their ideas, we traded them 
“Biocommons Bonds” from the Central World Bank (Banco Central Del Mundo). The bio-commons 
mentioned on the bonds were inspired by the 2002 Porto Alegre World Forum “Draft Treaty to Share 
The Genetic Commons.”11 We found that the approach of collectively trying to think things differently 
generated excitement, laughter, conversation, and some wacky suggestions, as well as sincere 
attempts to address the painful issues of economic and political inequality and bodily violence. 

Conclusion: Human (and animal) bodies have been the most valuable commodity since human 
culture and primitive accumulation began. It seems that in late capitalism, bodies have also become 
the primary sites of sovereignty, resistance, and contestation. This is particularly true for women who 
comprise the largest share of migrants and trafficked persons world-wide. As Sylvia Federici writes 
in Caliban and the Witch: Women, the Body and Primitive Accumulation, “…the body has been for 
women in capitalist society what the factory has been for male waged workers: the primary ground of 
their exploitation and resistance, as the female body has been appropriated by the state and men, and 
forced to function as a means for the reproduction and accumulation of labor.”12 subRosa is concerned 
to make art about science and health care questions that is informed, engaging, yet critical, and gives 
audiences both theoretical and practical tools and ideas for creating discourse, resistance, and perhaps 
even activism. Merely using digital technologies or biotechnology processes in art practice does not 
automatically make the artwork critical or socio/politically engaged. On the contrary, it can serve to 
celebrate and advertise novel medical “life-saving” technologies and scientific “miracle” interventions 
that are often questionable, experimental, expensive, and unnecessary, and also have very high 
failure rates. subRosa’s projects aim to create critical discourse and knowledge production in the 
public sphere. As well, we want to draw attention to the constant surveillance and control in people’s 
everyday lives and in the socio-cultural sphere. Our experience shows that even a brief encounter 
with hands-on practices and scientific information through pedagogical art projects can suggest to 
audiences new ways of addressing key social and political issues, such as the modification of soldier 
bodies for military service, scientific (eugenic) control of reproduction, and the commodification 
and trafficking of organs and body parts. Clearly, it is time to call for the de-militarization (and de-
corporatization) of the medical and pharmaceutical industries, as well as the bio-sciences—including 
genetic engineering and stem cell technologies. It is time to re-capture and rekindle the public will and 
passion for justice that led to the formation of such “people’s medicine” organizations as the Feminist 
Health Movement, ACT-UP, and TAC (Treatment Action Coalition). Like them, we must muster 
common resources to create democratic knowledge-in-common, self-help, and mutual assistance in 
the public sphere.13

11 “Porto Alegre Treaty Initiative to Share 
the Genetic Commons, 2002. <www.
tradeobservatory.org>. 

12 Silvia Federici, Caliban and the Witch: Women, 
the Body and Primitive Accumulation, (New York: 
Autonomedia, 2004) p. 16.

13 For an account of ACT-Ups tactical campaigns, 
and recent AIDS medication activism by 
TAC, see Gregg Bordowitz, The AIDS Crisis 
is Ridiculous and Other Writings, 1986-2003. 
(Cambridge and London: MIT Press, 2004)






