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Introduction 

Facial recognition (FR) has been promoted worldwide as a modern security solution. In 
Brazil, its expansion has taken place experimentally, through unregulated pilot projects 
and opaque public-private partnerships. With its widespread, fast implementation, errors 
and failures appear : wrongful arrests, technical flaws, systemic biases. A 2025 report 
shows that more than half of police stops triggered by facial recognition software were 
based on mistaken identifications (Nunes et al., 2025). These failures are advocated as 
integral to the bettering of the technology and thus tolerated. Our work explores the 
critical spaces that these failures produce. Inspired by biometrics artworks, we show 
that grappling with the failures of FR allows for a mode of experimentation that 
privileges both critique and alternative modes of interrogating and imagining the world. 

The failures of facial recognition 

The expansion of FR in Brazil has unfolded through strategic partnerships between 
public authorities and private companies, often in the form of pilot projects and 
temporary trials before full-scale adoption. Between 2018 and 2019, cities such as Rio 
de Janeiro, Salvador, and Campinas implemented FR pilots using Huawei’s technology 
(Lobato et al., n.d.). These trials exposed fundamental flaws, leading to wrongful arrests 
(Nunes et al., 2022; Edler, 2022). Since 2019, at least 18 cases of errors have been 
documented, including technical malfunctions, procedural failures, and database 
inconsistencies (Lima et al., 2024). Despite these failures, authorities have consistently 
framed FR as a symbol of modernization, cost efficiency, and enhanced security. A high 
authority from Rio de Janeiro celebrated the technology: “The tool is fantastic. It is long 
overdue for the Military Police to modernize” (Lacerda cited in Araújo, 2019). This 
enthusiasm has materialized in initiatives like PMERJ Tech in Rio de Janeiro and 
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large-scale surveillance projects such as Muralha Paulista in São Paulo and Muralha 
Digital in Curitiba. 

Nowadays, 351 projects are active across all Brazilian states (O Panóptico, n.d.), yet 
there is no official data production or public reporting on operational impact, false 
positives, or security indicators. Standardized procedures, regulations, or legal 
frameworks for FR use are lacking. FR widespread adoption, framed as a security 
policy, coexists with the absence of basic accountability, proportionality, and 
transparency mechanisms. 

This landscape of failure – computational, social, and governance-related – demands a 
critical interrogation of what failure means. Rather than a mere technical limitation, 
failure serves as an analytical lens, exposing the fragility of techno-solutionist narratives 
and opening a space for political imagination. The errors of FR reveal systemic biases, 
the erosion of civil rights, and the risks of unchecked surveillance, inviting broader 
discussions on alternative approaches to security beyond automated biometric 
identification. 

The power of continuous experimentalism 

Continuous experimentalism, as discussed by Hoijtink (2022) makes room for 
perpetuating facial recognition technologies and has serious political implications. It 
makes experimental practices immune to failure, since failure itself becomes an 
opportunity for learning and improvement (see also: Lima, 2024). Every result becomes 
valuable for its potential to provide data about the technology itself; about the strategies 
of policing in place; about the possibility of increasing arrests by using FR; and about 
potential suspects. Almost tautologically, failure becomes a space for experimentation. 

Interest in what happens after experimentation is often limited, unless the technology is 
effectively implemented in policing routine. When this happens, experimentalism leads 
to opacity. For example, the early implementation of FR in Brazil has followed an 
experimental logic, with tests and pilot projects being conducted by state authorities 
supported by corporations such as IBM, Huawei and Clearview AI (Nunes et al; 2022; 
Lobato et al., s.d). These tests and pilots hardly take part in the State’s bureaucratic 
engine of transparency and data production, and so information on how technology is 
used, the results (positive and negative) they generate, and the potential violation of 
individual and collective rights associated with their use remains out of the public's 
reach. This opacity is potentialized by an absence of information on how police 
surveillance systems usually operate - an inheritance of the persisting authoritarian 
ethos in Brazilian policing, - which makes it harder to properly hold these institutions 
accountable for their excesses. 

Failing, critiquing, refraining, imagining 

The current experimentalist paradigm in FR privileges experimenting as an opportunity 
for the quick implementation and spread of the technology, and as a strategy to 
overcome legal and bureaucratic barriers. Experimentation becomes synonymous with 
the infamous motto ‘move fast, break things’, privileging quick implementation and 
avoiding regulation. 

 



 
We propose to look for another way of experimenting, one that works against 
experimentalism by slowing down instead of accelerating, that pauses it instead of 
pushing it forward at any cost. 

Biometric art gained reach with the publicization of FR kits beyond academic and 
corporate research labs (Schiller, 2020). This is neither a new art genre or new -ism, but 
a strategy of engagement with technology where artists experiment with FR as an 
instrument and tool for artistic creation. These experimental practices may adopt a more 
ludic attitude towards FR, such as CV Dazzle (Harvey, n/d), or use FR to subvert it, 
critique it or disrupt it, as is the case of Joy Buolamwini ‘Coded Gaze’ unveiling of bias 
in FR datasets. 

Failure can be conceived of from multiple angles. Technical failures involve software 
error, bias or glitch, such as when FR fails to detect and identify a face due to a lack of 
precision, accuracy or to bias in its training data. It has been shown that error and false 
positives are disproportionately high for demographics underrepresented in the 
datasets, with FR performing better on lighter, male faces (Buolamwini and Gebru, 
2018). But the issue is not simply one of data representation. Bias can be social, too. In 
policing, where FR is advertised as a technical solution to support suspect identification 
and arrest, it is about marking certain faces and behaviors as suspect. This echoes the 
early military funding for FR development, which anticipated applications for the 
identification of enemy combatants and terror suspects (Gates, 2011). When paired up 
with FR, social bias creates space for confirmation bias, where someone ‘said to be a 
criminal’ in the past can be repeatedly targeted in the future (Schiller, 2020). 

The world imagined by FR rests upon a logical fallacy. It assumes that physiological 
behavior corresponds to physiological phenomena -- that it can tell how one feels or 
what type of person one intrinsically is. Artwork such as the 2016 STATE of Emotion, or 
the 2017-2018 THE FACE use FR to make explicit and problematize this one-to-one 
correspondence, while.interactive experiences such as GenderCrusher and the 
practices of queer influencers mobilize queer theory to challeng FR fixed identity 
classifications (Eklund; Back, 2025; Bridges, 2021). Others, such as the Brazilian 
exhibition “Por Trás das Câmeras” (Behind the Cameras), dive deep into the social 
implications of this correspondence in FR and the discrimination it produces. 

The above artistic interventions experiment with FR not to accelerate the 
implementation of FR, but to unveil the trouble with it. These interventions for slowing 
down and resisting the rush of technological solutions, pushing for alternative modes of 
thinking and doing with technology. Following Stengers (2008), slowing down makes 
room for the proposal of collective practices that break with the dominant logic of 
progress - a reorientation which requires “prioritizing equity over efficiency, social good 
over market imperatives…slower, more socially conscious innovation.” (Benjamin, 
2019:183). 

References 
 
Benjamin, Ruha. 2019. Race after Technology: Abolitionist Tools for the New Jim Code. 
Medford, MA: Polity. 

 



 
 
Bridges, L. E. 2021. “Digital failure: Unbecoming the “good” data subject through 
entropic, fugitive, and queer data.” Big Data & Society, 8(1). 
https://doi.org/10.1177/2053951720977882.  
 
Buolamwini, Joy, and Timnit Gebru. 2018. “Gender Shades: Intersectional Accuracy 
Disparities in Commercial Gender Classification.” In Proceedings of the 1st Conference 
on Fairness, Accountability and Transparency, edited by Sorelle A. Friedler and Christo 
Wilson, 81:77–91. Proceedings of Machine Learning Research. New York, NY, USA: 
PMLR. http://proceedings.mlr.press/v81/buolamwini18a.html. 

Eklund, Lina, and Jon Back. 2025. “The GenderCrusher: Exploring queer critique of 
facial recognition algoritms.” In Adjunct Proceedings of the Sixth Decennial Aarhus 
Conference: Computing X Crisis (AAR Adjunct '25). Association for Computing 
Machinery, New York, NY, USA, Article 9, 1–4. https://doi.org/10.1145/3737609.3747102 
 
Exposição e Cinedebate Por Trás das Câmeras. 2024. Curated by Pablo Nunes and 
Bianca Kremer, Centro Cultural Justiça Federal, 5-22 November. 
 
Gates, Kelly A. Our Biometric Future: Facial Recognition Technology and the Culture of 
Surveillance, New York: New York University Press, 2011.​
​
Harvey, Adam. CV Dazzle. Adam Harvey Studio, n/d. 
https://adam.harvey.studio/cvdazzle/. Accessed: 25 feb 2025. 
 
Hoijtink, Marijn. “‘Prototype Warfare’: Innovation, Optimisation, and the Experimental 
Way of Warfare.” European Journal of International Security 7, no. 3, 2022, p. 322–36. 
Disponível em: https://doi.org/10.1017/eis.2022.12. Acesso em 12 set. 2024. 
 
Lima, Thallita. “Better Justice Through Better Science-Technology? The Entanglements 
of Algorithms and Security and Legal Professionals.” PhD Thesis (International 
Relations). Rio de Janeiro, Brazil: PUC-Rio, 2024. 
https://doi.org/10.17771/PUCRio.acad.68383. 
 
Lima, Thallita; Cruz, Thaís; Diogo, Pedro; Silva Felipe da; Picolo, Cynthia and Nunes, 
Pablo. Vigilância por lentes opacas: mapeamento da transparência e responsabilização 
nos projetos de reconhecimento facial no Brasil. Rio de Janeiro: CESec, 2024. 
 
Lobato, Luísa Cruz; Francisco, Pedro Augusto P.; Hurel, Louise Marie. 
Videomonitoramento: Mais câmeras, mais segurança? Instituto Igarapé, nd. Disponível 
em: https://igarape.org.br/videomonitoramento-webreport/. Accessed: 12 sep 2024. 
 
Nunes, Pablo; Silva, Mariah Rafaela; Oliveira, Samuel R. de. Um Rio de olhos 
seletivos: uso de reconhecimento facial pela polícia fluminense. Rio de Janeiro: 
CESeC, 2022. 
 

 

https://doi.org/10.1177/2053951720977882
http://proceedings.mlr.press/v81/buolamwini18a.html
https://doi.org/10.1145/3737609.3747102
https://adam.harvey.studio/cvdazzle/
https://doi.org/10.17771/PUCRio.acad.68383
https://igarape.org.br/videomonitoramento-webreport/


 
Nunes, Pablo, Marília Gonçalves. et.al. 2025. Mapeando a vigilância biométrica: 
levantamento nacional sobre o uso do reconhecimento facial na segurança pública. Rio 
de Janeiro: CESeC, 2025 
 
O Panóptico. Monitor de novas tecnologias na segurança pública do Brasil, 2025. 
Disponível em: https://www.opanoptico.com.br/ . Accessed: 27 feb. 2025. 
 
Peron, Alcides Eduardo Dos Reis; Alvarez, Marcos César. 2020. O sistema Detecta em 
São Paulo e o papel do vigilantismo nas práticas de segurança da cidade. In: Cruz, 
Francisco Brito; Fragoso, Nathalie (eds.). Direitos fundamentais e processo penal na 
era digital. São Paulo: InternetLab. 
 
Schiller, Devon. 2020. On the Basis of Face: Biometric Art as Critical Practice, its 
History and Politics. Institute of Network Cultures, 22 June.  
https://networkcultures.org/longform/2020/06/22/on-the-basis-of-face-biometric-art-as-cr
itical-practice-its-history-and-politics/. Accessed: 25 feb 2025. 
 
State of Emotion Festival: This was STATE festival 2016: STATE of Emotion – the 
Sentimental Machine. 2016. https://state-studio.com/program/2017/state-festival-2016. 
Accessed: 25 feb 2025. 
 
Stengers, Isabelle. 2008. “Experimenting with Refrains: Subjectivity and the Challenge 
of Escaping Modern Dualism.” Subjectivity 22 (1): 38–59. 
https://doi.org/10.1057/sub.2008.6. 
​
The Coded Gaze: Unmasking Algorithmic Bias. YouTube, uploaded by Joy Buolamwini, 
6 November 2016. Available: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=162VzSzzoPs. 
Accessed 25 feb 2025.  
 
THE FACE: a search for clues. Deutsches Hygiene-Museum Dresden, 19 august 2017 
– 25 february 2018. Curated by Kathrin Meyer. Available: 
https://www.dhmd.de/en/exhibitions/archive/the-face/. Accessed: 25 feb 2025. 

 

https://www.opanoptico.com.br/
https://networkcultures.org/longform/2020/06/22/on-the-basis-of-face-biometric-art-as-critical-practice-its-history-and-politics/
https://networkcultures.org/longform/2020/06/22/on-the-basis-of-face-biometric-art-as-critical-practice-its-history-and-politics/
https://state-studio.com/program/2017/state-festival-2016
https://doi.org/10.1057/sub.2008.6
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=162VzSzzoPs
https://www.dhmd.de/en/exhibitions/archive/the-face/

	Eklund, Lina, and Jon Back. 2025. “The GenderCrusher: Exploring queer critique of facial recognition algoritms.” In Adjunct Proceedings of the Sixth Decennial Aarhus Conference: Computing X Crisis (AAR Adjunct '25). Association for Computing Machinery, New York, NY, USA, Article 9, 1–4. https://doi.org/10.1145/3737609.3747102 
	 
	Exposição e Cinedebate Por Trás das Câmeras. 2024. Curated by Pablo Nunes and Bianca Kremer, Centro Cultural Justiça Federal, 5-22 November. 
	 
	Gates, Kelly A. Our Biometric Future: Facial Recognition Technology and the Culture of Surveillance, New York: New York University Press, 2011.​​Harvey, Adam. CV Dazzle. Adam Harvey Studio, n/d. https://adam.harvey.studio/cvdazzle/. Accessed: 25 feb 2025. 

