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As cinema increasingly expands into the realm 
of virtual reality, practitioners and scholars have 
experimented with VR’s nascent possibilities and 
questioned the formal and theoretical limits of 
a medium largely colored by commercial hype. 
Beyond simply entertainment value, many have 
prophesized about the political and ethical potentials 
of the medium, looking to its ability to immerse 
us in another world or another point of view. This 
particular tendency has led to VR popularly being 
referred to as an “empathy machine.” This essay 
maps out some of the ways in which contemporary 
VR has been positioned as a political tool and looks 
at how the normative trends and common senses 
that have adhered around VR can be queered, or 
rather, how VR has the potential to give rise to a 
kind of queer politics beyond empathy, sameness, 
and representation. In other words, there are two 
main questions underlying this study. First, what 
may virtual reality add to expressions of queerness 
within a historical continuum of queer media 
production? Second, what could it mean for the 
medium of virtual reality to itself be queered 
beyond its dominant emphasis on empathy? 

Prominent VR pioneer and filmmaker, Chris 
Milk, has been one of the medium’s most vocal 

advocates of its potential to change the world, 
asserting that “through this machine we become 
more compassionate, we become more empathetic, 
and we become more connected. And ultimately, 
we become more human.”1 Based on this premise, 
both his independent and collaborative work, such 
as the UN funded project Clouds Over Sidra (2015) 
about the Syrian refugee crisis, uses the medium 
as a tool to build empathy and ignite political 
change by transporting the viewer into the world 
and viewpoint of another person. Taking issue 
with this growing trend in VR, media scholar 
Grant Bollmer problematizes this claim that 
virtual reality technologies can foster empathy in 
a meaningful way, and in fact, critiques the entire 
premise of a politics based on empathy. In his 
article, “Empathy Machines,” Bollmer argues that: 

Technologies designed to foster empathy 
presume to acknowledge the experience 
of another, but inherently cannot. The 
user of these technologies, instead of 
acknowledging another’s experience, 
hastily absorbs the other’s experience 
into their own experience. This leads to 
a position where your experience cannot 

Abstract
This paper illuminates the political stakes of Jacolby Satterwhite’s virtual reality (VR) project Domestika 
(2017) by unpacking the ways in which queer theory can critique the normative mimetic realism of VR 
films and an associated emphasis on a politics of empathy. Domestika is an abstract and non-narrative 360° 
VR video that is comprised of the artist’s digitally captured, dancing body multiplied and inserted into a fu-
turistic animated landscape, part domestic space and part industrial nightclub. This world is also populated 
with a multiplicity of other figures, such as femme cyborgs and animated bodies in chains linked to white 
men participating in sadomasochistic acts. By thinking alongside and with Satterwhite’s Domestika, this pa-
per focuses on how the work not only reflects or captures reality, but also produces different ways of thinking 
about blackness, queerness, and kinship that can engender new and future realities. In so doing, this essay 
argues that Satterwhite’s work pushes toward other ways of knowing and being that rupture not only politi-
cal common senses, but also the common senses adhering around what virtual reality is capable of, giving 
rise to speculative queer of color politics that exceeds the limits of mainstream representation and identity.



41VIRTUALIZING MEMORY

MISRA

be acknowledged as the basis for any 
political or ethical claim until it can be 
expressed in a form that I can directly 
experience, without clear mediation.2 

Reframing the political potential of digital 
technologies and artworks around what he terms 
“radical compassion” instead of empathy, Bollmer 
states that “radical compassion refuses a form of 
ethics that negates the experience of another in 
favor of my own experience, and refuses to reduce 
the other to myself in the name of reductive 
tropes of ‘connection’ or ‘association’.”3 VR as an 
empathy machine, then, is founded on a politics 
based on simplifying difference into sameness and 
incorporating the Other into one’s fixed subjectivity. 
Moreover, as Bollmer notes, “empathy excludes 
anything that cannot be made visible and sensible,” 
making empathy more of an aesthetic construct 
than simply an ethical drive.4 Based on this desire 
to harness the power of these empathy machines, 
then, contemporary VR has prioritized a certain 
set of aesthetic possibilities that not only stress the 
act of seeing as action taken to affect the world, but 
also uphold established subject/object dichotomies 
based on what is able to be made visible and 
sensible within the current image of common sense. 
Thus, other potential minoritarian subjectivities 
that exceed these hegemonic common senses 
are positioned beyond the capacity for empathy.  

Taking a radically different aesthetic approach, 
Jacolby Satterwhite’s Domestika (2017) provides 
a particularly generative avenue to work through 
some of the ways in which queer theory can 
critique normative narratives and trends adhering 
around VR relating to its capacities for representing 
realities and an associated politics of empathy. 
Domestika was created as part of a mobile VR group 
exhibition in 2017 by the New Museum in New 
York and its affiliate organization, Rhizome, which 
advocates for the intersection of contemporary art 
and digital cultures. This exhibition and its mobile 
app created by EEVO is called “First Look: Artists’ 
VR.”5 The app is available free on smartphones and 
can be used with Google Cardboard, similar to the 
distribution strategy for Milk’s projects available 
through his app WITHIN (formerly Vrse). On their 
website, the New Museum explains the impetus 
for this exhibition: “This first-of-its-kind initiative 
from an art museum seeks to elevate VR in an 

artistic context as a rich emerging medium whose 
possibilities are still being tested and harnessed.”6 

Satterwhite is a multimedia artist who blends 
digital animation, performance, music, and video 
installation, and Domestika is his first foray into 
the realm of VR. His work is usually shown in 
the museum and gallery setting, like his first solo 
show Blessed Avenue which took place in 2018 at 
Gavin Brown’s Enterprise in NYC, but he has 
also been exhibited as part of Sundance’s New 
Frontier and the Eyeworks experimental animation 
festival. Most recently, his work has gained even 
more widespread and popular exhibition through 
the segment he created for Solange’s visual album 
accompanying her record When I Get Home.  

Domestika is an abstract, 3D animated 360° 
VR video that is comprised of the artist’s digitally 
captured dancing body multiplied and inserted into a 
surreal, futuristic landscape that can be best described 
as part industrial nightclub, part space station, and 
part domestic space. This world is saturated with a 
multiplicity of other figures that blend live-action 
with computer generated animation: human-like 
figures in chains linked to white male bodies dressed 
in sadomasochistic gear, flying Pegasi ridden by dark 
figures, topless femme cyborgs, and a multiplicity 
of screens showing other landscapes and figures 
that exist both beyond and in this virtual world.  

The world of Domestika is one of sensory 
overload, with a barrage of audiovisual stimuli and 
movement that fill the 360-degree field of view. 
As the VR viewer turns their head to take in this 
virtual space, there is no one place at which we are 
guided to look. Instead, the work frustrates any 
sense of a unified perspective, further emphasized 
by the multiplicity of screens that appear and 
float throughout the landscape. Moreover, while 
the viewer is able to look around at will, a virtual 
camera guides them through the world at different 
speeds, movements which may cause discomfort 
and limit the viewer’s ability to fully take in 
elements of the work in one viewing. The work’s 
sudden and sporadic editing, which takes place 
both temporally and spatially by fragmenting the 
world in different frames, further frustrates any 
sense of fully grasping this world and multiplies 
the possible narrative threads woven through 
the piece. This is all to say that the experience of 
Domestika’s viewer is largely one of disorientation. 
While we are visually immersed in the space, 
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dominant position and confront us with our intimate 
relation to and enmeshment in the world around us 
(rather an our separation from or superiority to it). 

Thinking even more broadly about what 
orientation entails, Ahmed notes that “If orientation 
is about making the strange familiar through the 
extension of bodies into space, then disorientation 
occurs when that extension fails.”11 If VR as an 
empathy machine functions by attempting to make 
the process of mediation and the interface invisible 
and allowing us to successfully orient ourselves in 
virtual space through extension of our bodies, VR 
also has the potential to function differently by 
frustrating this extension and creating disorientation 
and subsequent reorientation in the process. 
Highlighting the queer resonances of what different 
kinds of orientation or dis/reorientation may entail, 
Ahmed asserts that queer orientations are “those 
that put within reach bodies that have been made 
unreachable by the lines of conventional genealogy. 
Queer orientations might be those that don’t line 
up, which by seeing the world ‘slantwise’ allow other 
objects to come into view. A queer orientation 
might be one that does not overcome what is ‘off 
line,’ and hence acts out of line with others.”12 In 
other words, queerness functions as a failure to be 
oriented by dominant lines in ways that allow other 
lines to appear. Viewing Domestika as a machine for 
(dis/re)orientation rather than empathy allows us 
to critically consider the ways in which the viewer 
becomes oriented toward and around the world 
through VR as well as the slanted or straightening 
effects the work can have, and thus, how processes 
of (dis/re)orientation are methods of world making.

To unpack the stakes of this in more detail, 
we can follow a connection Ahmed draws between 
orientation and the home, which serves as a 
particularly compelling entry point into Domestika 
as the work’s title brings notions of the home to the 
fore. As Ahmed states, “The question of orientation 
becomes, then, a question not only about how we 
‘find our way’ but how we come to ‘feel at home… 
Loving one’s home is not about being fixed into a 
place but rather it is about becoming part of a space 
where one has expanded one’s body, saturating the 
space with bodily matter: home as overflowing and 
flowing over.”13 This notion of home as overflowing 
highlights not only bodily extension through 
space, but also, to twist Ahmed’s words a bit, a 
sense of excess. Thus, we can look at Domestika 

the viewer’s ability to feel a sense command and 
bodily extension is thwarted by the work’s formal 
techniques. We are instead confronted with bodily 
limits which are constituted in and through 
the relationship with the virtual environment. 

Queer theorist Sara Ahmed’s book, Queer 
Phenomenology, takes up the concept of orientation 
as a way to think about the relations between bodies 
and space. While she does not discuss digital media 
and virtual space, I would like to extend Ahmed’s 
work to consider VR as a (dis/re)orientation device, 
as well as to consider what it might mean to question 
the orientation of VR as a medium. Ahmed makes 
a distinction between being orientated toward and 
orientated around something. In her description of 
what it means to be orientated toward an object, she 
states: “It is the fact that what I am orientated toward 
is ‘not me’ that allows me to do this or to do that. The 
otherness of things is what allows me to do things 
‘with’ them. What is other than me is also what 
allows me to extend the reach of my body. Rather 
than othering being simply a form of negation, it 
can also be described as a form of extension.”7 We 
can think of the use of VR as an empathy machine 
as a way of being orientated toward the Other, 
assimilating the Other as part of ourselves and 
extending ourselves through space in the process. 

On the other hand, Ahmed continues that being 
orientated around something means “not so much to 
take up that thing, as to be taken up by something, 
such that one might even become what it is that 
is ‘around.’ To be orientated around something 
means to make that thing central, or as being at 
the center of one’s being or action.”8 This notion 
of orientation as positionality and directionality in 
space, then, has intimate consequences on being. 
One of Ahmed’s central arguments is that “the 
body gets directed in some ways more than others.”9 
This is to say that we follow lines that direct us 
toward certain modes of being in the world and 
allow for, or restrict, certain kinds of spatial and 
temporal possibilities. Moreover, this is also to say 
that while these lines may be invisible to us, they are 
nonetheless performative in the ways in they take 
repeated work.10 Thus, VR as an empathy machine 
attempts to create certain lines that direct us toward 
the world from a position in which we can extend 
ourselves unhindered and by making this process of 
orientation invisible, but VR also has the potential 
to open up other lines that critically reorganize this 
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method of coping during the AIDS crisis.14 In these 
ways, the song “Healing in My House,” which forms 
the thumping and affective aural environment of this 
VR piece, pronounces a kind of reparative relation 
to the past that orients us within this virtual world.

Reworking a relation to a troubled past and 
the lingering specter of death that haunts this work 
appears not only in terms of Satterwhite’s mother and 
the AIDS epidemic, but also by evoking the violence 
of chattel slavery and the Middle Passage. Through 
its creative mobilization of S/M imagery, Domestika 
bears a similarity to what queer theorist Elizabeth 
Freeman calls sadomasochism as a “finely honed 
erotohistoriographic instrument for encountering 
the horrors of the transatlantic slave trade.”15 In 
taking on an analysis of Isaac Julien’s 1992 short film 
The Attendant, Freeman argues that Julien highlights 
the historical and affective excesses and suspended 
temporality of S/M, and in so doing, “offers up 
temporal means for reconfiguring the possible: the 
‘slow time’ that is at once modernity’s double and 
its undoing, the sensation that discombobulates 
normative temporal conditionings that serve the 
status quo, the deviant pause that adds a codicil of 
pleasure to a legacy of suffering.”16 We can similarly 
read the functioning of S/M in Satterwhite’s 
work as a erotohistoriographic tool. This digital 
remixing of the past and the culling from different 
archives of memory allows for an orientation 
around the past and suspended temporality 
that works against bodies being imprisoned by 
its troubled historical baggage by opening up a 
moment of potential pleasures and reflection. 

Through this reworking of S/M, Satterwhite’s 
work problematizes easy separation between subject 
and object, agency and passivity. In this way, we 
could look at Satterwhite’s work in terms of what 
Uri McMillan has called “performing objecthood,” 
which he finds is a “world making, one that 
envisions the capacity for agency in, paradoxically, 
becoming and performing as an object.”17 While 
McMillan’s work focuses on black women 
performers, we can extend his work to look at the 
ways in which Satterwhite uses S/M, the avatars 
that populate his worlds, and the positioning of 
the VR viewer to work through the potentialities 
of performing objecthood. By multiplying himself 
across his virtual landscape through his avatars 
of both dancer and figure in chains, Satterwhite 
turns himself into object in ways that both 

both in the ways the VR viewer extends or fails 
to extend through the virtual space, as well as the 
affective excesses of these encounters and lines. 

There are a few ways in which this sense of 
home informs Domestika’s affects, content, and the 
world’s inhabitants. Most directly, Satterwhite’s 
relationship to his mother influences the work’s 
soundtrack as well as the curious drawings of objects 
that appear in the virtual space. It is important to 
note that this work was created after Satterwhite’s 
mother’s passing, and her influence and presence is 
felt in many ways throughout the piece. Satterwhite’s 
mother, Patricia, suffered from schizophrenia and 
created art and music as a method to cope with 
and as a direct product of her mental illness. In a 
reparative move that challenges what art and artists 
get valued, Satterwhite is insistent that his mother 
is an artist in her own right, and makes a point to 
highlight how his work is deeply indebted to the 
collaborations he has created by incorporating her 
projects. One of the most prominent features across 
Satterwhite’s oeuvre is the way in which he pulls 
from archives of his childhood by animating his 
mother’s imaginative sketches. By digitally tracing 
and incorporating these drawings, which are of 
nonsensical objects and redundant inventions she 
hoped to market on QVC, he indexes a kind of 
backward pull of the past that exists in tension with 
the ephemeral and future dawning temporality of 
the digital as ever-fluctuating binary code. Thus, 
in this work, the presence of the past is acute, 
gesturing toward the kind of temporal glitches 
melancholia forces on the present tense. Moreover, 
the work’s soundtrack contains her performance of 
a song she wrote, a capella vocals which Satterwhite 
has layered with electronic dance music to create 
the song “Healing in My House.” In fact, as a 
parallel project, Satterwhite has produced songs 
that use the cassette tape recordings of his mother’s 
a cappella performances, and has created entire 
albums based on these tapes, En Plein Air: Music of 
Objective Romance and Love Will Find a Way Home. 

Another sense of home is evoked through the 
other layers of the soundtrack influenced by house 
music. This music, paired with Satterwhite’s voguing 
performances, bring to life the queer kinship bonds 
formed in queer spaces like nightclubs, one of the 
environments which forms the world of Domestika. 
Commenting on this music, Satterwhite notes that 
house and electronic dance music was used as a 
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past to produce speculative futures of black and 
queer freedom becomes paralleled by his queer 
reorientation of VR around objecthood and 
toward other spatial and temporal organizations. 
Both the avatars that litter Domestika’s virtual 
landscape and the embodied experience of the 
VR viewer confront radical relationality that 
asks us to consider the ways in which we can 
retain a level of critical opacity in our relations to 
others rather than the transparency of sameness. 

inhabit and explode the freighted temporalities 
of the past. Moreover, the push and pull of the 
disorientation of Domestika’s viewer evokes a kind 
of sadomasochistic relation in which the viewer 
performs a kind of objecthood of their own. 

The VR viewer is thus thrust into a liminal 
state as both viewing subject and inhabitant of 
Satterwhite’s virtual world beside its multiple avatars, 
confronted with their own queer inhumanisms. 
Thus, Satterwhite’s creative manipulation of the 
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