
When We Have Never Been
Human, What Is to Be Done?
Interview with Donna Haraway

NG: The ‘Cyborg Manifesto’ was first published in Socialist Review in 1985,
which makes it 21 years old in 2006. What were your aims and motivations
for writing this essay?

DH: There were two kinds of public position papers that I was asked to take
in the context of US socialist feminism and more broadly new Left move-
ments in the early 1980s. From a United States point of view, shortly after
the election of Reagan the Socialist Review collective on the West coast
asked me and many other people – Barbara Ehrenreich and others – to write
five pages coming to terms with socialist feminism and to ask what kinds of
urgent political changes we had to make. We asked what kinds of future
could there be in our movements in the context of the Reagan election, and
of course what that election represented much more broadly in terms of
cultural and political affairs, not only in the United States but worldwide.
Thatcher in England symbolized some of that, but it was way more than any
national formation.

So, we were asked to produce five pages coming to terms with this
out of our heritage and that was the immediate provocation for the text that
ended up in Socialist Review that circulates as the manifesto for cyborgs,
or as I really wanted to title it the ‘Cyborg Manifesto’ in immediate joking
relation with Marx’s Communist Manifesto. But then there was also another
provocation related to the same network of people which was an inter-
national conference of new Left movements in Cavtat in Yugoslavia (now
Croatia) a couple of years before it came out in Socialist Review. I was asked
to represent the Socialist Review collective at that conference and it helped
me think in a more transnational way about informatics of domination,
cyborg politics and the extraordinary importance of IT worlds.

This also came out of my own history as a biologist. My PhD is in
biology. I loved biology and I seriously, passionately engaged with its knowl-
edge projects: its materialities, organisms and worlds. But I also always
inhabited biology from an equally powerful academic formation in literature
and philosophy. Politically and historically, I could never take the organism
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as something simply there. I was extremely interested in the way the
organism is an object of knowledge as a system of the production and
partition of energy, or as a system of division of labour with executive
functions. This is the history of the ecosystem as an object that could
have only come into being in the context of resource managements, the
tracking of energies through trophic layers, the tagging apparatuses made
possible by the Savannah River Nuclear facilities, and the emergence of
wartime inter-disciplinarities in cybernetics, nuclear chemistry and systems
theories.

It was never really possible for me to inhabit biology without a kind
of impossible consciousness of the radical historicity of these objects of
knowledge. You read people like Foucault and you’re never the same again.
But I never was a postmodernist out of a fundamentally literary tradition or
architectural tradition. For me it was always about the materialities of
instrumentation of organisms and laboratories, [I was] always really inter-
ested in the various non-humans on the scene. The ‘Cyborg Manifesto’ came
out of all that.

NG: And, of course, the ‘Manifesto’ is a statement of feminist theory.

DH: It is a feminist theoretical document – a coming to terms with the world
we live in and the question ‘What is to be done?’ Manifestos provoke by
asking two things: where the holy hell are we, and so what? The ‘What is
to be done?’ question [is] in Lenin’s 1902 tract, but with a very different reply
from his call for a strictly controlled party of dedicated revolutionaries.

NG: You have said previously that there were readers ‘who would take the
“Cyborg Manifesto” for its technological analysis’ but at the same time were
inclined to ‘drop the feminism’ (Haraway, 2004: 325). Perhaps this is a good
place for us to start. In what sense is the ‘Cyborg Manifesto’ a feminist mani-
festo? You have since spoken of ‘a feminism that does not embrace Woman,
but is for women’ (2004: 329). What exactly is the basis of such feminism?

DH: Well, that is complicated and we can only follow a couple of threads
in thinking about that. In bell hooks’ terms, as a verb, feminism is about
women’s moving, not about some kind of particular dogma. I was among
many others swept up in my generation of women’s movements. I was
involved in women’s liberation movement politics that came out of the late
1960s, and there is a very personal inheritance there that has to do with its
class and racial segmentations: my understanding of the power and limits
of my own historical feminism personally in my kinds of little collective
worlds.

But then there is a much bigger heritage there too of trying to come
to terms with the impossible hope that the established disorder isn’t necess-
ary. This heritage is from critical theory and sees feminism as an act of
refusal of the profound suffering in women’s lives worldwide and deep in
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history, while at the same time coming to terms [with the fact that] it has
not all been suffering. There is something about women’s lives that deserves
celebrating, naming and living, and there are some urgent cultural and
organizational needs among us – whoever ‘us’ is.

Feminism was a complicated heritage, a place of urgent politics and
a place of intense pleasures of being part of women’s movement. All that
and coming to it as a scientist, and not any old kind of scientist but as a
biologist, and as a Catholic refusing the church but never able to be a
secular humanist. Semiosis is bloody and fleshly and living out of some kind
of inability to be very happy about a semiotics which is supposedly just
about the text in some kind of rarefied form. The text is always fleshly and
regularly not human, not done, not man. That was feminism then and it still
is for me.

NG: Some readers of the ‘Manifesto’ have observed that ‘you insist on the
femaleness of the cyborg’ (Haraway, 2004: 321). Is this correct? In a key
passage you say that the ‘cyborg is a creature of a post-gender world’ (1991a:
150), but you have since declared that you have ‘never liked’ the term ‘post-
gender’ (Haraway, 2004: 328). Why is this? In a world of transversals in
which the borders between nature and culture are no longer clear, the
concept of ‘post-gender’ would seem to be a useful one. At the conclusion
to the ‘Manifesto’ you allude to ‘the utopian dream’ of ‘a monstrous world
without gender’ (1991a: 181). Is the idea of moving beyond gender, then,
nothing more (or less) than a ‘utopian dream’?

DH: No! Obviously gender is as ferocious as ever among us. There are little
wrinkles on it but it’s redone in a range of ways. And there is a trans-ing
world going on that makes gender the wrong noun. ‘Trans-’ people are doing
some really interesting theoretical work, including a former student of mine
– Eva Shawn Hayward – who refuses to do it in relation to people (2004).
All kinds of interesting stuff is going on under the prefixes post- and trans-
. It’s not a utopian dream but an on-the-ground working project. I have
trouble with the way people go for a utopian post-gender world – ‘Ah, that
means it doesn’t matter whether you’re a man or a woman any more.’ That’s
not true. But in some places of fantasy and worlding, it actually is true, both
for good and bad reasons.

NG: So how do you think about gender in an increasingly transversal world?

DH: In the way Susan Leigh Star and Geoff Bowker teach me to think:
category work (see Bowker and Star, 1999). Don’t deify the category. Don’t
make a criticism and think it just disappears because you’ve made a criticism.
Just because you or your group got at how it works doesn’t make it go away,
and because you get that it is made doesn’t mean to say it’s made up. We’re
in a post-gender world in some ways, and in others we’re in a ferociously
gender-in-place world. But maybe the women-of-colour theorists got it right
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when they said we’re in an intersectional world. That’s what Leigh and Geoff
meant when they came up with the category of torque. We live in a world
where people are made to live several non-isomorphic categories simul-
taneously, all of which ‘torque’ them. So, in some ways post-gender is a
meaningful notion, but I get really nervous about the ways in which it gets
made into a utopian project.

NG: So did you use the term post-gender provocatively, and people ran with
it in different directions?

DH: Yes. But what about a world without gender as we know it? Some people
took that to mean a world without desire, sex, an unconscious, and I didn’t
mean that. But I did mean that the Freudian theory of the unconscious is
only a neighbourhood analysis, although rather a powerful one.

NG: One thing I find fascinating about the ‘Manifesto’ is its complex mix of
feminism and cybernetics. It is stated, for example, that ‘Human beings,
like any other component or subsystem, must be localized in a system archi-
tecture whose basic modes of operation are probabilistic’ (Haraway, 1991a:
212). This is a radical extension of Claude Shannon and Warren Weaver’s
famous Mathematical Theory of Communication (1949), in which infor-
mation is defined in statistical terms. In an interview conducted in 1999
you said that you were familiar with the work of Norbert Wiener at the point
of writing the ‘Manifesto’ (Haraway, 2004: 324), but were Shannon and
Weaver also key points of reference? And what of cybernetics more gener-
ally – is this a field which continues to influence your work?

DH: Yes, Shannon and Weaver were there. I had read them and the Macy
conferences were there more generally. My dissertation adviser was Evelyn
Hutchinson (1903–91), who was a really wonderful man: a theoretical ecol-
ogist, mathematician, biologist, natural historian, studier of Italian medieval
manuscripts – a polymath of his generation, English by origin (see Hutchin-
son, 1979). I fled to his lab from developmental biology and its molecular
incarnations because all my cells were dying in the lab – partly! But mainly
because I was intellectually unhappy and I finally had to get it that biology
for me was a cultural-material practice. I needed to locate biology in its inter-
section with many other communities of practice, made up of entangled
humans and others, living and not. Evelyn Hutchinson’s lab made that
possible. In his lab we read things like Simone Weil, Shannon and Weaver,
and Virginia Woolf – those were the ‘biology’ texts that we read as part of his
lab group. It was not a biology lab group in the narrow sense. It was a ‘what’s
interesting the world’ lab group. And a lot of people that came out of Evelyn’s
lab – like Robert MacArthur (1930–72) – [were] really important biologists.
MacArthur’s colleague-ship with E.O. Wilson on island biogeography
(MacArthur and Wilson, 2001 [1967]) is really important. MacArthur was a
major cybernetic theorist in animal behaviour and a fabulous ornithologist.
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Anyway, a lot of people came out of Evelyn’s lab deeply interested in
various aspects of cybernetics, including me. But how could you not be
interested in that stuff in those years? The quote you just read is not so
much what I want to be the case but my sitting down and looking at what
seemed to me to be an imperative that knowledge projects these days
constitute their objects of attention in the Foucauldian sense – as discourse
constitutes it own objects of attention. This is not a relativist position. This
is not about things being merely constructed in a relative sense. This is
about those objects that we non-optionally are. Our systems are probabilis-
tic information entities. It is not that this is the only thing that we or anyone
else is. It is not an exhaustive description but it is a non-optional consti-
tution of objects, of knowledge in operation. It is not about having an
implant, it is not about liking it. This is not some kind of blissed-out techno-
bunny joy in information. It is a statement that we had better get it – this
is a worlding operation. Never the only worlding operation going on, but
one that we had better inhabit as more than a victim. We had better get it
that domination is not the only thing going on here. We had better get it
that this is a zone where we had better be the movers and the shakers, or
we will be just victims.

So inhabiting the cyborg is what this manifesto is about. The cyborg
is a figuration but it is also an obligatory worlding – that inhabiting it you
can’t not get it – that it’s a military project, a late capitalist project in deep
collaboration with new forms of imperial war – McNamara’s electronic
battlefield is of course a major parent of cyborg worlds – also the Bell tele-
phone company. And much more than that – cyborgs open radical possibili-
ties at the same time.

This is like Bruno Latour, but I give more space to the critic in the
basement than Bruno Latour. I have more sympathy with critical theory than
Bruno does – much more. And I’m much more willing to live with indi-
gestible intellectual and political heritages. I need to hold on to impossible
heritages more than I suspect Bruno wants to. Our kinds of creativity take
different directions but they’re allied.

So yes, Shannon and Weaver are in there big time. Cybernetics is in
there in various forms. Gregory Bateson is in there too, and through
Bateson’s lineage the second/third order of cybernetic worlds that Katherine
Hayles analyses (see Hayles, 1999). I’m sympathetic to certain kinds of
cybernetic efforts to think through autopoiesis. Lynn Margulis is also in
there with the whole Gaia hypothesis of the world, including her symbio-
genesis stuff. I am nonetheless deeply resistant to systems theories of all
kinds, including so-called third-order cybernetics and the autopoiesis and
structural coupling approaches. I’m not really happy there, but I remember
that there is much more than Norbert Wiener in cybernetics.

NG: There seems to have been a general resurgence of interest in cybernet-
ics as debates over the ‘posthuman’ have come to the fore (for example in
Hayles, 1999). The subtitle of your 1992 essay ‘Ecce Homo, Ain’t (Ar’n’t)
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I a Woman, and Inappropriate/d Others’ is ‘The Human in a Post-humanist
Landscape’ (in Haraway, 2004: 47–61). What do you take this term ‘post-
human’ to mean? Is it a concept that you continue to find useful?

DH: I’ve stopped using it. I did use it for a while, including in the
‘Manifesto’. I think it’s a bit impossible not to use it sometimes, but I’m
trying not to use it. Kate Hayles writes this smart, wonderful book How
We Became Posthuman. She locates herself in that book at the right
interface – the place where people meet IT apparatuses, where worlds
get reconstructed as information. I am in strong alliance with her insist-
ence in that book, namely getting at the materialities of information. Not
letting anyone think for a minute that this is immateriality rather than
getting at its specific materialities. That I’m with, that sense of ‘how we
became posthumanist’. Still, human/posthuman is much too easily appro-
priated by the blissed-out, ‘Let’s all be posthumanists and find our next
teleological evolutionary stage in some kind of transhumanist techno-
enhancement.’ Posthumanism is too easily appropriated to those kinds of
projects for my taste. Lots of people doing posthumanist thinking, though,
don’t do it that way. The reason I go to companion species is to get away
from posthumanism.

Companion species is my effort to be in alliance and in tension with
posthumanist projects because I think species is in question. In that way
I’m with Derrida more than others, and with Cary Wolfe’s reading of Derrida
(see, for example, Wolfe, 2003). I’m with zoontologies more than posthu-
manism because I think that species is in question here big time and species
is one of those wonderful words that is internally oxymoronic. This approach
insists on its Darwinist meanings, including considering people as Homo
sapiens. ‘Companion species’ thinking inquires into the projects that
construct us as a species, philosophical or otherwise. ‘Species’ is about
category work. The term is simultaneously about several strands of meaning
– logical type, taxa characterized through evolutionary biology, and the
relentless specificity of meanings.

You also can’t think species without being inside science fiction.
Some of the most interesting species stuff is done through both literary
and non-literary science fiction projects – art projects of various kinds.
Posthuman is way too restrictive. So I go to companion species, although
it has been over-coded as meaning dogs and cats. I set myself up by
writing about dogs first. But I think of the ‘Cyborg Manifesto’ and
Companion Species Manifesto (2003) as bookends around an interrogation
of relationalities where species are in question and where posthuman is
misleading.

NG: What I’ve tried to do in my own work is to use ideas of the posthuman
to place the presupposition of the human into question.

DH: It absolutely does.
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NG: I see the same type of questioning in your response to Jacques Derrida’s
essay (see Wolfe, 2003) on the three wounds to human narcissism: the
Copernican, Darwinian and Freudian. To these, you add a fourth wound that
is ‘associated with issues of the digital, the synthetic’ (Haraway and Schneider,
2005: 139). What exactly is this ‘fourth wound’, and how has it developed
since the time of writing the ‘Manifesto’, especially given the massive trans-
formations in digital communication technologies that have taken place
since 1985?

DH: The fourth wound forces us to acknowledge that our machines are lively
too. Not only are we displaced cosmologically in terms of the fiction of man
at the centre and displaced pyschoanalytically and displaced zoologically.
We are also displaced in terms of the built world as the only site of
autopoiesis. The reason I’m hesitant about autopoiesis was taught to me by
one of my current graduate students, Astrid Schrader, whose first formation
was as a physicist. She is upset with autopoiesis because of its closures –
because nothing self-organizes – it’s relationality all the way down and self-
organization repeats the trouble of systems theories, and so she goes to
Derrida in ways that really helped me.

Both of us, along with another graduate student, Mary Weaver, who
writes about trans-worlds, go to Isabelle Stengers for her readings of
Whitehead’s thinking about abstractions as ‘lures’ (see Schrader, 2006;
Stengers 2002; Weaver, 2005). The task is to invent better abstractions and
autopoiesis probably isn’t it. And so with Isabelle I feel lured to some kind
of ‘species-in-question’ thinking.

The fourth wound to primary narcissism – this question of the rela-
tionalities of us with that which isn’t human – begins to get at our consti-
tutive relationalities with the machinic but also more than the machinic –
with the non-living and the non-human. Bruno Latour is trying to do that
too. I think this is where lots of us are because this is where many urgent
questions in the world are.

NG: In the ‘Manifesto’ you declare that ‘Our machines are disturbingly
lively, and we ourselves frighteningly inert’ (Haraway, 1991a: 152). Is this
a playful statement aimed at provoking thinkers who continue to treat human
agency as something sacred, prior to or independent of machines, or is it a
more serious declaration about the emergence of intelligent technologies
that possess creative powers and agencies that rival those of so-called
‘human’ beings?

DH: It is both. And it is also complaint about the passivity of my own politi-
cal friends and myself and my intellectual buddies. It’s a complaint. It’s like
Bruno Latour’s complaint about the stupidity of critical theorists in just
doing critique once again, in being stuck where Adorno and Horkheimer
were much more legitimately stuck. What they did then needed to be done.
But it is crazy to be stuck in that relentless complaint about technology and
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techno-culture and not getting the extraordinary liveliness that is also about
us. It’s a very grumpy remark about the kind of work that needs to be done,
and which many people are doing. All you have to do is look where creative
cultural and intellectual work is being done on the ground, in and out of
writing technologies of all sorts. Katie King, I think, is the most interesting
theorist of writing technologies these days (see her Flexible Knowledges and
Networked Re-enactments, both under review). She is at the University of
Maryland; I first knew her as a graduate student. There is a huge amount
of intensely interesting cultural work going on that critical theorists can’t
deal with.

NG: Recent debates about the human/posthuman also challenge us to
rethink the concept of the social. Classically, the social has tended to be
built upon a conception of a bounded human subject, but this has become
difficult to sustain in the light of recent challenges to what counts as being
‘human’. In Modest_Witness you make a number of interesting statements
about the social. You declare, for example, that ‘social relationships include
nonhumans as well as humans as socially . . . active partners’ (1997: 8). At
a later point, you add that the social is never something that is in itself ‘onto-
logically real and separate’ (1997: 68). This seems comparable to the
position of Bruno Latour, who refuses to tie the social to an all-powerful
notion of society or to social forces that underpin and explain all other
phenomena. What role does the concept of the social play in your work?

DH: I try to displace it from its exclusive location in human doings, such
that at the end of the day most social theorists – not all these days, and
Latour’s a good example – but nonetheless at the end of the day most social
theorists really mean social relations and history, and it’s pretty much a
human form that constitutes itself over and against that which is not human.
I think that Derrida gives us the most powerful critical tools for seeing how
that continues to be done. But I also think that Derrida stops at showing us
how it’s done.

I’m working on a little essay right now called ‘And Say the Philos-
opher Responded’ because Derrida’s got that smart piece ‘And Say the
Animal Responded’ (see Wolfe, 2003) and that other smart piece ‘The
Animal That Therefore I Am’ (Derrida, 2002). That’s the one where he has
his confrontation with his cat and it’s his actual cat! To his extraordinary
credit – and he is alone among philosophers – it is a real cat who calls him
to attention and makes him notice that he is naked – although I think the
cat probably didn’t care that he was naked. But what he goes on to do in
this really creative way is to deal with the shame of philosophy and the
shame of its being naked before the world. The shame is more masculine
than human, a point Derrida forgets to mention, because it is his full frontal
male nudity that motivates the whole argument. His curiosity about the cat
is nowhere to be seen after that first crucial realization that this animal is
not ‘reacting’ but ‘responding’.
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Oddly then, and I think tragically, Derrida gets doubly caught in the
very masculine exceptionalism, called human exceptionalism, that he is
deconstructing, first, by his single-eyed vision of the one and only unclothed
organ and second, by his failing the obligation of curiosity about what the
cat cared about in that looking. I think that curiosity – the beginning of
fulfilment of the obligation to know more as a consequence of being called
into response – is a critical axis of an ethics not rooted in human
exceptionalism.

Deleuze and Guattari are much, much worse. I think their becoming-
animal chapter (Deleuze and Guattari, 1987: 232–309) is an insult because
they don’t give a flying damn about animals – critters are an excuse for their
anti-oedipal project. Watch the way they excoriate old women and their dogs
as they glorify the wolf pack in their ‘horizon of becoming’ and lines of flight.
Deleuze and Guattari make me furious with their utter lack of curiosity
about actual relations among animals and between animals and people, and
the way they despise the figure of the domestic in their glorification of the
wild in their monomaniacal anti-oedipal project. And people pick them up
as if they were helpful in figuring sociality beyond the human. Nonsense!
Despite his cyclopean lapses, Derrida is much more helpful.

But I am serious about the temporalities, scales, materialities, rela-
tionalities between people and our constitutive partners, which always
include other people and other critters, animal and not, in doing worlds, in
worlding. I think ‘the social’ as a noun is every bit as much a problem as
‘the animal’ or ‘the human’, but as a verb it is much more interesting.
Somehow we have to figure out how not to do it as a noun but without
throwing out the baby with the bathwater. So, what could social mean? You
can’t proceed by analogy because you don’t want to anthropomorphize the
non-human partners as a way of meeting them. Who needs that?

NG: But that’s what tends to happen.

DH: It happens all the time because we don’t know how to do it otherwise.
I think of all the really important work among all the animal rights workers,
philosophers and others who do it that way. But we can’t do it that way –
we can’t anthropomorphize or zoomorphize. We need new category work. We
need to live the consequences of non-stop curiosity inside mortal, situated,
relentlessly relational worlding.

NG: This is perhaps an opportune moment to return to the three boundary
breakdowns that frame your definition of the cyborg in the ‘Manifesto’. The
first of these is the boundary between humans and animals. This boundary
is also addressed in detail in your discussion of transgenetic organisms in
Modest_Witness (1997: 55–69) and in your discussion of kinship in your
recent essay on companion species (2004: 295–320). Given the advances
in genetic and information sciences that have taken place over the past 21
years, it would seem that the boundary line between humans and animals
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is frailer than ever. But, at the same time, your idea of companion species
seems to reinforce species boundaries as well as looking for commonalities
or connections across them. Is this right? And perhaps you could explain
why you now see ‘cyborgs as junior siblings’ in a ‘much bigger, queer family
of companion species’ (Haraway, 2004: 300)?

DH: I actually don’t think that [the idea of] companion species reinforces
species boundaries but I can see how I set myself up to be read that way.
There is that whole section in the Companion Species Manifesto (2003) that
begins to take apart the word ‘species’, but it didn’t do it well enough. And,
like cyborg, living as species is non-optional. We have been worlded as
species in a kind of Foucauldian sense of discourse producing its objects
again. Two hundred years of what became the powerful world-changing
discourses of biology have produced us as species, and other critters too.

We are also undergoing a moment of radical reconfiguration of
category work in biology in the form of bio-capital and biotechnology,
which, as Sarah Franklin theorizes especially well, is about these kinds
of trans-relationships that re-do kinships. Sarah and I have been in this
thick conversation around kinship, around when the family is not produced
genealogically – when family is the wrong word – when kin and kin-kind
are being re-done through ‘trans-ing’ of all kinds – most certainly
molecular-genetic kinds – and where transnational biodiversity databases
are one of the major materialities of trans-species, material-semiotic beings
these days.

So, I’m very interested in species but not as taxonomically closed and
finished categories but as ongoing kin-kind work that has very important
kinds of instrumentalization these days – deeply intertwined with IT and
biocapital. The Companion Species book is a kind of first salvo for me into
trying to rethink species with cyborg, dog, oncomouse, brain, database –
that family of kin in Modest_Witness – I’m serious about that. I think other
people are doing a better job on a whole lot of this work than I am, and it’s
a collective project. I think we live in these imploded worlds – worlds where
living and dying are at stake differentially. Species is one of the worlds and
it’s being re-done.

Irreducibly, I’m in love with the real critters, like Cayenne [one of
Donna’s dogs]. That book starts with a little soft porn that plays off of a
‘forbidden conversation’ between Cayenne and me. This ‘oral commerce’ is
perhaps my reply to Derrida’s frontal nudity before his cat. I think I am more
concerned with what this dog thinks I mean, and with what she means and
we mean together, than with what the philosophers, or better the philosophy
machine, has been up to yet again.

The book tries to take seriously the fact that all love objects are
inappropriate. If you are actually in love, you find yourself always to be in
love with the wrong kind of love object – even if you are married, even if it
is altogether upheld by the state – love undoes and re-does you. So, as in
the ‘Cyborg Manifesto’, I’m also trying to come to terms with where we find
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ourselves together. This critter – Cayenne – and me, Donna: where do we
find ourselves? When my dog and I touch, where and when are we? Which
worldings and which sorts of temporalities and materialities erupt into this
touch, and to what and whom is a response required?

For example, we land in the re-arrangement of biodiversity databases,
dog and human genome projects, and post-genomics; we land in the
inheritance of land consolidations in the post-gold rush in the western
United States and its mining and ranching practices, and its food practices.
We land where dogs are part of the labour force. We land in the rodeo and
its heritages around animal rights problems. We land in many temporalities.
We land in what Harriet Ritvo (1987) wrote about so well in Animal Estate,
or in what Sarah Franklin called ‘breed wealth’ and in contemporary
breeding practices (see her Dolly Mixtures, forthcoming).

Taking this relationship seriously and unwinding who we are here
lands us in many concatenated worlds, in a very situated ‘becoming’. Then
the fundamental ethical, political question is: to what are you accountable
if you try to take what you have inherited seriously? If you take love
seriously, then what? You can’t be accountable to everything, so you try to
figure out how to think of the world through connections and encounters that
re-do you, not through taxonomies. So, here we are in criminal conversation,
forbidden intercourse, queer commerce; and I think I/we end up differently
accountable – and differently curious – through tracking those linkages than
I/we were at the beginning.

NG: When I spoke to Bruno Latour he said that the big challenge now is to
work out how to collect or classify things if you think the world through
connections.

DH: Exactly right, and that is where I think Bruno and I are in relentless
alignment, even as we give each other indigestion about some of the ways
we do it. I think we love each other’s work because that is what matters.

NG: The second boundary breakdown in the ‘Manifesto’ is between humans
and machines, which we have touched upon already. Near the conclusion
of the ‘Manifesto’ you state that:

The machine is not an it to be animated, worshipped, and dominated. The
machine is us, our processes, an aspect of our embodiment. We can be
responsible for machines; they do not dominate or threaten us. We are respon-
sible for boundaries; we are they. (1991a: 180)

Does this imply that humans have always been machines (or autopoietic
systems in the cybernetic sense) and that there are no obstacles that prevent
the further blending of human consciousness or the human body with
information technologies? Or are there potential barriers here? Katherine
Hayles, for example, has argued that:
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Humans may enter into symbiotic relationships with intelligent machines . . .
they may be displaced by intelligent machines . . . but there is a limit to how
seamlessly humans can be articulated with intelligent machines, which
remain distinctively different from humans in their embodiments. (1999: 284)

Where now do you stand on this question?

DH: The short answer is that I agree with Kate Hayles for the most part, but
I would it put it a little differently that maybe has some significant differ-
ence. Of course there are barriers. I can’t believe the blissed-out techno-
idiocy of people who talk about downloading human consciousness onto a
chip.

NG: You mean Hans Moravec?

DH: Yes, I mean these guys actually talk about this – and they are guys. It’s
a kind of techno-masculinism of a self-caricaturing kind. They ought to be
ashamed of themselves! I find myself regularly unable to believe they mean
it. And then I read their stuff and I have to get it that they do mean it. It’s
stupid and silly, and hardly worth commenting on except that powerful
people turn it into projects and so you have to comment.

Now, that said, I also think you can historicize through this kind of
reading back cyborg kinds of things to all the time, everywhere, but I don’t
like doing that – I’m not a Lovelockian type. I don’t like that metanarrative
that it’s always been this way. I think the cyborg story is a fairly historically
limited one, and it’s not all human–machine joinings. I’m interested in
historical differences as much as I am continuity and I think the cyborg way
of doing who we are has a pretty recent history. Maybe you could date it
from the late 19th century, or maybe it’s better to track it though the 1930s,
or through the Second World War, or after. Depending on what you want to
foreground, you could track it in different ways, but it’s pretty recent.

Cyborgs have to do with this interesting critter called information, and
you really can’t treat that ahistorically – as if ‘information’ refers to some-
thing existing all the time, everywhere. That’s a mistake because you don’t
get at the ferocity and specificity of now.

You can’t do ‘human’ ahistorically either, or as if ‘human’ were one
thing. ‘Human’ requires an extraordinary congeries of partners. Humans,
wherever you track them, are products of situated relationalities with
organisms, tools, much else. We are quite a crowd, at all of our temporali-
ties and materialities (which don’t appear as containers for each other but
as co-constituting verbs), including that of earth history and evolution. How
many species are in the genus Homo now? Lots. And there are several
genera for our close ancestral and parallel kin as well.

If you are still interested in bio-anthropology, physical anthropology
and primatology, which I am, there is a lot going on taxonomically now which
is quite interesting. All of those humans engaged with tools in various ways,
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but so too do a bunch of other animals, including crows. Think of all that
is going on now in the study of bird cognition and bird behaviour. It turns
out that birds do tools way more deeply than we ever thought. This is big
in earth history. But cyborgs are recent. Humans as cyborgs are very junior
and still always a multispecies crowd – species in that sense of many kinds
of players, organic and otherwise, that we talked about earlier.

NG: I felt there was an implication in your statement that you had always
read humans as forms of machines anyway – a kind of cybernetic reading.

DH: No. I think Lovelockian types would have us read humans that way but
I don’t. I think those histories are quite wrong-headed. I am serious about
the ontological claim that ‘that is who we have been made to become’. We
do life that way, as cyborgs – but it’s not the only way we do life. There are
lots of ‘we’s here, and nobody is in a single ‘we’, so I’m really serious that
that is an ontological statement about the world, and I think I know some-
thing about how we got that way.

Susan Leigh Star is the one who put it most powerfully – she and Geoff
Bowker, in their book Sorting Things Out (1999), where they talk about
torque for getting how people have to live in relation to several simul-
taneously obligatory systems of standardization that they can’t fit, but must
live with. That is the way I’m interested in it. Not as peaceful stories about
the history of the world. I do metanarratives all the time. I’m interested in
big histories but I won’t let it be one story. Human beings have always been
in partnership. To be human is to be a congeries of relationalities, even if
you are talking about Homo erectus. So it’s relationalities all the way down,
but they aren’t always about machines, much less information technologies.

NG: The third boundary discussed in the ‘Manifesto’ is possibly the most
elusive – that between the realms of the ‘physical and non-physical’. Your
original essay does not discuss this boundary line in much detail, but in
recent debates in media and cultural studies it has become a focal point. I
am thinking, for example, about recent exchanges over the connection
between the material and the virtual (Hayles) or hardware and software
(Kittler). This connection between the physical and the non-physical seems
central to your reading of bodies as ‘material–semiotic nodes’ (1991b: 208).
It also seems central to your later discussion of intellectual property in
Modest_Witness (1997: 70–94). How do you conceive of this boundary line
between ‘the physical’ and ‘non-physical’ today?

DH: I re-read that part because I’m least happy with what happened in the
‘Manifesto’ on that. It was a kind of translation of the mind–body dualism
and material–semiotic is what became of that – you’re right – and it’s still
a placeholder for an effort to try to name it analytically better. There is a
simple point here – with which Kate Hayles, I think, is in agreement – which
is that the virtual isn’t immaterial. Anyone who thinks it is, is nuts.
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Boundary sorting between ‘physical’ and ‘non-physical’ is always
about a specific mode of worlding, and the virtual is perhaps one of the most
heavily invested apparatuses on the planet today – whether you talk about
financial investment, mining, manufacturing, labour processes, and vast
labour migrations and outsourcing which provoke huge political debates,
nation-state crises of various kinds, reconsolidations of national power in some
ways and not others, military practices, subjectivities, cultural practices, art
and museums. I don’t care what you are talking about, but if you think that
virtualism is immaterial, I don’t know what planet you are living on!

But the word invites you to think of it as immaterial which is an ideo-
logical move. If ever we needed ideology analysis, it is to get at how the
virtual as immaterial is one of those mistakes that critical theorists taught
us how to see. Believing that somehow there is this seamless, friction-free
becoming is an ideological mistake that we ought to be astonished that we
can still make.

If we’re going to get at why we still make it, we need psychoanalytic
mechanisms. We need to understand how our investment in these fantasies
works. And we can’t get that without some kind of reworked notion of the
unconscious. We have to get at psychic investment in fantasy if we want to
understand how people read the virtual as immaterial.

NG: A common thread that runs from the ‘Manifesto’ through to
Modest_Witness is the idea that all forms of life and culture are becoming
increasingly commodified. In Modest_Witness, for example, you describe in
detail the global commodification of genetic resources, and with this the
commodification of life itself. This would seem to run against recent vitalist
attempts to look for creative processes in life. Instead, you argue that patents
reconfigure organisms as human inventions (Haraway, 1997: 82) and, along-
side this, genetics becomes means for programming the future. In this reading,
life becomes a site of power as well as creativity. In the ‘Manifesto’, you refer
to Foucault’s notion of ‘biopower’ (1991a: 150), and in Modest_Witness declare
that the cyborg inhabits ‘a mutated time-space regime’ of ‘technobiopower’
(1997: 12). What exactly is ‘technobiopower’? And do you see any hope in
vitalist opposition to the commodification or branding of life forms?

DH: Many questions there. Foucault’s formulation of biopower remains
necessary but it needs to be enterprised up, so to speak. Foucault wasn’t
fundamentally immersed in the re-worlding that the figure of the cyborg
makes us inhabit. His sense of the biopolitics of populations has not gone
away, but it has been reworked, mutated, trans-ed, technologized and
instrumentalized differently, in a way that makes me need to invent a new
word – technobiopower – to make us pay attention to technobiocapital and
cyborg capital. This includes getting it that the bio- here is generative and
productive. Foucault understood that the productivity of the bio- is not just
human. He understood that this is about the provocation of productivities
and generativities of life itself, and Marx understood that too. But we’ve got
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to give that a new intensity, as the sources of surplus value, crudely put,
can’t be theorized as human labour power exclusively, though that’s got to
remain part of what we’re trying to figure out. We can’t lose track of human
labour, but human labour is reconfigured in biotech-capital.

The effort to produce other terms – technobiopower and material–
semiotic – is another way to get at these multiple partnerships that are the
source of wealth, and the source of the transformation and appropriation of
wealth and of the reconstitution of the world in commodity forms, every-
where and all the time and not always by enclosure. The figure we often
used to tell the story of commodification is an enclosure of a commons, but
it isn’t enough. For example, genomes are not being enclosed (or not only
being enclosed); they are coming to be out of the action of many players,
human and not. Genomes are generating news kinds of wealth and, as Sarah
Franklin and Margaret Lock (2003) put it, new ways of living and dying.
Enclosure is too narrow a metaphor. You can’t understand technobiocapital
through 18th century agricultural commodifications. There is a whole lot
going on besides enclosure.

We need other figures for understanding what sorts of things go on in
commodification, where the cracks are, where the liveliness is. Is this
vitalist? I don’t know. It’s not vitalist opposition. I think it’s about getting at
it in a more Foucauldian spirit than vitalist opposition. This means inhabit-
ing the generativities for understanding that all is not oppression and
strengthening them, building the alliances, making the kin networks. I
talked about kin as affinity and choice, and people correctly pointed out
that sounded too much like everyone rationally made choices all the
time, and that’s not good enough. There are all kinds of unconscious
processes and solidarities at work that aren’t about choice. Inhabiting
technobiopower and inhabiting the material–semiotic configuration of the
world in its companion species form, where cyborg is one of the figures but
not the dominant one, that’s what I’m trying to do.

NG: At one point in Modest_Witness you talk of the possibility of building
new universals out of ‘humans and non-humans’. Underpinning this project
is the idea that ‘Boundary lines and rosters of actors – human and nonhuman
– remain permanently contingent, full of history, open to change’ (Haraway,
1997: 67–8). Alongside this, however, is the idea in the ‘Manifesto’ that
information is the new universal, and that what makes transversality across
animals–humans–machines possible is the sharing of similar underlying
protocols and codes. This is perhaps a problem, for once everything becomes
codeable and can be placed in a ‘field of difference’, then all life and culture
share a structural similarity. Thinkers such as Jean Baudrillard (1993) have
described this situation as ‘the Hell of the same’, in which otherness all but
disappears. Is this a worry for you?

DH: Yes, absolutely it is. I think in the ‘Manifesto’ those sections about a
newly made and non-optional universal were not about a desirable situation,
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but about a threat. I think a lot of folks read those sections as if that’s what
I am for in some odd way. That was never so. I was inhabiting a nightmare
descriptively, not stating what I think is relentlessly the case. Non-optionally
we are required to live in that nightmare. It is the nightmare which has been
made real, but it is not a nightmare which has to be, and it is not the only
thing going on. So inhabiting the nightmare is not to give in to it as if that
is all there is, but as a way of getting that that’s not what has to be. Even
while understanding that the nightmare has to be dismantled, it’s not merely
a dream. Actual practice is being made to work that way.

How do you get into it? How do you stop it? Not by simply repressing
everything – passing more and more regulations against it – you know the
bio-ethics at the end of the line type of approach. But how do you get inside
the apparatuses of generativity, including understanding the pleasures and
possibilities? How do you get inside it with plenty of refusals, but not just
refusals? I think Baudrillard gives up somehow.

NG: The way I read it is that it is almost as if everything becomes trans-
versal because it shares something that can be exchanged.

DH: Yes, it is as if he ends up believing in this fantasy nightmare of free
exchange.

NG: I think what he does then is to look for forms of singularity that can’t
be exchanged.

DH: Yes, but he gives away too much, I think.

NG: In relation to this I would like to ask you about your conception of
the ‘informatics of domination’. In one of the most striking sections of the
‘Manifesto’, you list a number of features associated with the shift from the
old ‘hierarchical dominations’ of the industrial world to the ‘new scary
networks’ of the information age (1991a: 161). The most important of these
seems to be the meta-transition from ‘white capitalist patriarchy’ to an ‘infor-
matics of domination’. What exactly is an informatics of domination, and in
what ways do you see a shift beyond forms of power tied to race, capitalism
and patriarchy?

DH: I used the term ‘informatics of domination’ because it got me out of
saying ‘white capitalist imperialist patriarchy in its contemporary late
versions’! It was also a provocation to rethink the categories race, sex, class,
nation and so on. The categories don’t go away, they get intensified and re-
done. Maybe we should stop using the nouns. On the other hand, you can’t
just stop because racializations are going on fiercely. New forms of gender
– as well as old ones – are among us. You can’t just give them up. On the
other hand, the term ‘informatics of domination’ does two kinds of work for
me. It makes it harder to do anything as a list of adjectives and nouns. It
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forces us to remember that these forms of globalization, universalization and
whatever-izations that work through informatics are real and intersectional.

The networks aren’t all-powerful, they’re interrupted in a million ways.
You can get flicker feelings: one minute they look like they control the entire
planet, the next minute they look like a house of cards. It’s because they
are both. And a whole lot is going on that is not that. So, it’s about trying to
live on these edges – not giving in to nightmares of apocalypse, staying with
the urgencies and getting that everyday life is always much more than its
deformations – getting that even while experience is commodified and
turned against us and given back to us as our enemy, it’s never just that. A
whole lot is going on that is never named by any systems theory, including
the informatics of domination.

NG: This is very much in line with your stance in the ‘Manifesto’, where you
refuse to see technology in either positive or negative terms. On one hand,
for example, you outline the new ‘integrated circuits’ of military or capital-
ist power, along with the hyper-exploitative labour practices that character-
ize the new media age. On the other, you stand against the idea that
domination is the necessary outcome of technological development (1991a:
154). In Modest_Witness, meanwhile, you position yourself on the ‘razor
edge’ between the ‘paranoia’ that ‘the bonding of transnational capital and
technoscience actually defines that world’ and ‘the denial that large, distrib-
uted, articulated practices are in fact luxuriating in just that bonding’ (1997:
7). Do you still position yourself in this way?

DH: Yes is the short answer. How could we not be terrified and in some kind
of collective paranoia where we see nothing but connection – this kind of
paranoid fantasy of systems? Clearly this is a nightmare and itself a fantastic
configuration which is part of the trouble among us. But at the same time you
can’t deal with that either by techno-blissed-out ‘Let’s just go for download-
ing human consciousness onto the latest chip’ and get rid of pain and suffer-
ing that way. And you can’t get rid of it by denial of various kinds – the next
version of humanism or reformism or ‘nothing’s really wrong’. Something is
really seriously wrong and yet that’s not all that’s happening. That’s our
resource for remaking connections – we’re never starting from scratch.

NG: In thinking of power in terms of connections, it would seem that it
becomes increasingly effective by concentrating ‘on boundary conditions
and interfaces, on rates of flow across boundaries, not on the integrity of
natural objects’ (Haraway, 1991b: 212). This means, in turn, that resistance
– if we can call it that – might play out through the breakdown of communi-
cation, or in the formulation of codes that prevent the easy translation of all
cultural-natural forms. In light of this, is noise – that key term in cybernetic
thinking – of increased political significance?

DH: Yes, I think it is. Some of the phenomenologists in Chile in the period
before Pinochet were interested in breakdown. This is an extraordinarily
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interesting place, where you get at things that aren’t working and where the
fantasy of perfect communication isn’t sustainable. Maybe because of my
Catholic inheritance of fascination with figuration, I’m interested in tropes
as places where you trip. Tropes are way more than metaphors and
metonymies and the narrow orthodox list. Noise is only one figure, one trope
that I’m interested in. Tropes are about stutterings, trippings. They are about
breakdowns and that’s why they are creative. That is why you get somewhere
you weren’t before, because something didn’t work.

NG: Alongside this, you give a prominent role to ‘dreamwork’ in your work.
You say that this is not the form of dreamwork associated with the Freudian
unconscious (2004: 323) but rather an attempt to map out how things are
and how they might be otherwise (what you see as the project of critical
theory). This imaginary encounter with otherness seems to lie at the heart
of what you call ‘critique’ (2004: 326). How does critique, defined in this
way, play out in the ‘Manifesto’?

DH: I suppose there is a kind of fantastic hope that runs through a mani-
festo. There’s some kind of without warrant insistence that the fantasy of an
elsewhere is not escapism but it’s a powerful tool. Critique is not futurism
or futurology. It’s about here and now if we could only learn that we are more
powerful than we think we are, and that the war machine is not who we are.
You don’t have any ground for that, it’s a kind of act of faith. But it’s also
an act of acknowledgement about what your life is like, not just your own
life but a kind of ethnographic sensibility, too, that whenever you do deep
hanging out you get it that folks’ lives, even in the worst of conditions, aren’t
done, they’re not through. You have got to be at risk for getting at how
people’s lives aren’t done, they’re not just flattened ever, even in the worst
of conditions, but they’re burdened.

NG: Your idea of dreamwork as critique also raises interesting questions
about the connection between theory and fiction. When I first encountered
Manfred Clynes and Nathan Kline’s early essay on ‘Cyborgs and Space’
travel I thought it read like science fiction, with its emphasis on altering
‘man’s bodily functions to meet the requirements of extraterrestial environ-
ments’ (1995: 29). Similarly, at the outset of your ‘Manifesto’ you follow a
similar path by defining the cyborg as ‘a creature of social reality as well as
a creature of fiction’ (1991a: 149). Later, in Modest_Witness, you describe
transgenetic organisms as ‘at once completely ordinary and the stuff of
science fiction’ (1997: 57). Does this imply that there is no clear dividing
line between ‘social reality’ (whatever this may be) and fiction? And what
of (social) theory? Is this simply another form of fiction, or is it something
that should be treated differently?

DH: Well, it’s another one of these ways for me to try to get at what I experi-
ence in the world, which is implosion. The dividing lines try to sort things
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out well enough, sometimes for good reasons. There are sometimes good
reasons for sorting out the difference between social reality and science
fiction, but we should not actually believe that somehow these categories
are ontologically pre-established different things.

NG: So are categories and concepts fictions?

DH: They are always provisional. If one means by fictions made up, then
no. But if one means by fictions what I try to describe in Primate Visions
(1990) – active making – then yes. Fact and fiction have this interesting
etymological connection and fact is this past participle – already done, and
fiction is still in the making. If one means that by fiction then yes. The reason
I’m having trouble answering this question is because it assumes that social
reality and science fiction, or fiction more broadly, are just there, and then
there is this dividing line and that the line can be removed at will.

NG: Not necessarily. I wondered how you conceived of this.

DH: I have trouble answering the question because of the syntax of it. Part
of what makes the world real is the semiotic work – including the dream-
work – and Clynes and Kline are a great example. They were actually
involved in real projects, in an institutional environment of multiple real
projects. Social reality was being made to happen there, and it was fantas-
tically dreamworked.

NG: In the context of the ‘Cyborg Manifesto’, then, when you say that the
cyborg is a creature of social reality as well as a creature of fiction, it is
never an either-or but always both.

DH: Yes, it is always both. This doesn’t mean that you shouldn’t do a little
sorting work, but you remember that it’s sorting work.

NG: Just to continue on the question of method. In a recent interview you
speak not of static categories or concepts but of ‘thinking technologies that
have materiality and effectivity’ (2004: 335). What are such technologies?
And on perhaps a different note, you also appear to stand against what you
call the ‘tyranny of clarity’ that continues to govern research today. Why is
this? Part of the reason, I guess, is because you are looking for complex
connections, dirty ontologies . . .

DH: And the relentless alertness that the world is about tripping, that
communication is about tripping, that all language is tropic, including math-
ematical language. Quantification is itself an extraordinary practice of
troping that is very powerful and extremely interesting. It ought to be
nurtured and sustained. A lot more money should go to mathematicians.
The tyranny of clarity is about the belief that any semiotic practice is
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immaterial. It’s the same mistake as thinking that the virtual is immaterial.
It’s the mistake of thinking that intercourse, communication, conversation,
semiotic engagement is trope-free or immaterial. Again, it’s that ideological
commitment.

NG: And thinking technologies? What are these and how do you put them
to work?

DH: I think all sorts of things fit into that category that we’ve already been
talking about. But let’s try to name a few of them with a little more boundary
work, and draw a few more usable boundaries around them. I think that
training with my dog is a thinking technology for both of us because it
provokes through the practice of us coming to learn how to focus on each
another, and do something that neither of us could do before and can’t do
alone, and do it in a rule-bound way by playing a specific game that has
arbitrary rules which allow you to play, or to invent something new, some-
thing beyond functional communication, something open. In fact, that’s
exactly what play is: a game given a safe enough space to do something that
would be dangerous otherwise. Dogs know that when they do a play bow –
they get you do to something they couldn’t do if they didn’t do the play bow.
They’ve given a meta-communicative signal to their partner that they’re not
going to attack them. It is read that way, and so it creates an interesting free
space where the players get to do stuff that forms them up as material–
semiotic beings that are otherwise to the way they were before.

Play is really interesting, and we humans are far from the only ones
who do it. My dogs and I have this training practice. It’s a thinking tech-
nology, partly because it makes me understand what Charis Thompson
(2005) calls ontological choreography differently, and it makes me get at
material–semiosis differently and think linkages and inventions. But this is
just a tiny little domain of thinking technologies. I also think ethnographic
practices are thinking technologies. I think almost any serious knowledge
project is a thinking technology insofar as it re-does its participants. It
reaches into you and you aren’t the same afterwards. Technologies re-
arrange the world for purposes, but go beyond function and purpose to some-
thing open, something not yet.

NG: Perhaps a dialogue can in this sense be seen as a thinking technology.
I’m thinking, for example, of Plato’s symposium, and the way that you never
enter a dialogue at the same place that you leave the dialogue, for things
change through the course of it.

DH: Exactly. Dialogic work is exactly that. It’s not about dialectical synthe-
sis, except provisionally and partially.

NG: A further key aspect of your methodology is what you call ‘pragmatics’,
which as I understand it refers to an attempt to make connections between,
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for example, objects, species and machines, and to follow these connections
in detail to see how they work. You give the examples of ‘chip, gene, cyborg,
seed, foetus, brain, bomb, database, ecosystem’ and say that ‘They are
densities that can be loosened, that can be pulled out, that can be exploded,
and they lead to whole worlds, to universes without stopping points, without
ends’ (2004: 338). In this approach, the ‘relationship’ is taken to be ‘the
smallest possible unit of analysis’ (2004: 315). But how do you suggest such
work proceeds given that relationships between the above entities are not
endless but constantly changing? What difficulties do you see in studying
connections between entities that are evolving at an accelerated rate? Is
there not a danger that such research will be increasingly behind the times?

DH: Things are changing fast and I believe that’s a fact. But I believe there
are lots of continuities that we forget if we get a kind of euphorics of speed
in our thinking. There is a Virilio-esque euphorics of speed aspect of
cultural theory that misleads us. I’m just as struck by the thick continuities
as by the profound re-shapings and the rapid flickering changes that are
taking place. I think we need to pay attention to the thick continuities as a
kind of prophylactic against the euphorics of speed as a cultural aesthetic
or as a cultural-theoretic aesthetic. That’s one thing. The other is that we
don’t need methods so much as practices, and we’re already engaged in
them.

Besides, I don’t think for the most part we actually choose what matters
to us as intellectual workers. I think we somehow come to terms with what
we are called to do. There is some kind of sense of ethical, intellectual,
physical calling to respond to what we find ourselves to be, where we find
ourselves to be, and with whom we find ourselves to be. I think this is a
kind of ethical question of responsiveness rather than about choice. It’s not
so much about choice. I don’t think we sit down and decide what’s import-
ant very much. I think we somehow come to terms with what’s going on, and
the method of working is relentlessly collaborationist.

So, if you sit down and look at my little kin group – chip, gene, cyborg,
seed, foetus, brain, bomb, ecosystem, species – it’s collaborationist. We must
take it really seriously that nobody does it all, and we do our citation and
performative practices that way. We figure out how to recognize and to build
‘we’s as method. That’s the practice, including holding on to heritages – not
letting people forget that we still need to read Weber, for example.

NG: Yes, what you just said reminded me of Weber’s calling or beruf.

DH: Exactly. I think that we get too impressed by the euphorics of change
and pay too little attention to what actually grips us and to which we must
respond.

NG: Finally, one thing has always intrigued me: in what way is the ‘Mani-
festo’ indeed a ‘manifesto’? This text has always seemed very open to me,
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and quite removed from the dogmatic or normative assertions that usually
lie at the centre of manifestos. Indeed, you have described yourself as ‘one
of the readers of the manifesto, not one of the writers’ (2004: 325). Twenty-
one years on from the publication of the ‘Manifesto’ how do you think it lives
on as a ‘manifesto’ in the political sense?

DH: In a straightforward way, one of which is the ongoing serious joke of
being in a lineage, and of trying to come to terms with my ongoing inheri-
tance from reading Marx, or reading the Communist Manifesto more
narrowly. And some of it is the literal tradition of manifestos, which returns
us to Lenin’s question of what is to be done? Who are we, when are we,
where are we, and what is to be done? In that sense the ‘Cyborg Manifesto’
is in a political tradition, and I keep reading it that way. It is an open text
because of what that manifesto says about the world, a world without
vanguard parties. It’s not so much ‘workers of the world unite’ – though it
is also that, along with the far from obvious task to figure who the workers
of the world are. That’s a burning question – ask anyone who’s trying to build
effective labour unions these days. But for me it’s more ‘companion species
of the world unite’. I suppose in the ‘Cyborg Manifesto’ I would have said
‘Cyborgs of the world unite’. But now I’m trying to use that unsophisticated
term – companion species – that too many folks want to mean Deleuze’s
despised old lady with her small pet dog.

My feminist friends and others in 1980 thought the cyborg was all bad.
That’s a simplification, but that was the reigning attitude towards science
and technology among my buddies. It was too much either a kind of unsus-
tainable realist, quasi-positivist point of view about science that believes
that you actually can say what you mean non-tropically, or an anti-science
back-to-nature program. The ‘Cyborg Manifesto’ was a refusal of both these
approaches, but without a refusal of an ongoing alliance. The ‘Manifesto’
argued that you can, even must, inhabit the despised place. The despised
place then was the cyborg, which is not true now. In a way, the despised
place now is that old lady with her dog in Deleuze and Guattari’s chapter
on ‘Becoming-Animal’.

I refused to read Deleuze and Guattari until last year. I’m a very recent
reader, and now I know why I refused to read them. Everyone kept saying
I’m a Deleuzian, and I kept saying ‘no way’. This is one of the ways women
thinkers are made to seem derivative of male philosophers, who are often
their contemporaries – made to be derivative and the same, when we are
neither. My Deleuze is Rosi Braidotti’s feminist trans-mutant, a very differ-
ent kettle of fish (e.g. Braidotti, 2006).

NG: I’ve noticed this tendency in Latour.

DH: He’s been called to account on it many times. He’s reformable, he’ll
come round! In print, he cites Stengers now, and Charis Thompson, and
Shirley Strum, and even me (e.g. Latour, 1999). The citation practices are
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not symmetrical, but here the exchange is real. But many still imagine that
feminist thinking came from what I will call ‘Deleuze-equivalents’, who are
sometimes our intellectual companions, sometimes not, and sometimes
simply doing something else. My little rebellion has sometimes been refusal
to read them. More to the point, in daily life I read those with no public
names – yet – much more carefully. That’s partly the non-optional labour
practice of a teacher. The reading and the citation practices have somehow
to be brought into synch. Reading Mary, Astrid, Gillian, Eva, Adam, Jake,
Heather, Natasha, and many more – this tracks my line of flight better than
a genealogy. These are the names of companion species all asking, ‘What
is to be done?’
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Possible Worlds: 
An Interview with Donna Haraway 

AVERY GORDON 

DoNNA HARAWAY teaches in the History of Consciousness Program and in 
Women's Studies at the University of California at Santa Cruz. Her teaching and 
writing in feminist theory and science studies are addressed to the politics, histo-
ries, and cultures of modern science and technology. In general, she is consumed 
by questions about love, knowledge, and power in what gets to count as nature for 
differently situated twentieth-century people. In her first book, Crystals, Fabrics, 
and Fields: Metaphors of Organicism in 2oth Century Developmental Biology (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1976), she asked how metaphor functions to shape 
experimental work in developmental biology. In Primate Visions: Gender, Race, 
and Nature in the World of Modern Science (New York: Routledge, 1989), she ex-
amines popular scientific practices, such as natural history museums and televi-
sion nature specials, along with technical lab and field primatology, to explore the 
tangled intersections of colonialism, decolonization, unequal gender and racial 
arrangements, cultural resources, and national and institutional forces in gener-
ating potent narratives about the meanings and lives of monkeys and apes for 
contending human constituencies. Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinven-
tion of Nature (London: Free Association Books, 1990, and New York: Routledge, 
1991) is a collection of essays that range from contentious feminist readings of An-
glo-Nigerian women's fiction in a U.S. women's studies classroom to explorations 
of popular and official immune system discourse, arguments for situated knowl-
edges in feminist epistemology, and the promise and threat of"cyborg" (a hybrid 
of"cybernetic" and "organisms") images for progressive political practices. She is 
currently writing on the promises of monsters, in and out of science fiction and 
the fictions of science, for feminist cultural studies. This interview took place in 
Santa Cruz on October 18, 1990. 
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AVERY GORDON: I'd like to begin by asking you to describe your work in general 
and to tell us about your book Simians, Cyborgs, and Women, and how you see it 
related to your most recent book, Primate Visions. I've heard you are writing a 
triptych, but this could be just a rumor. 

DONNA HARAWAY: We'll see. I'm thinking of it as a diptych because the first two 
parts are finished, but there is a thread that I continue to be really passionate 
about in both works. It is a thread that I formulated as a question in Primate Vi-
sions: What gets to count as nature? Why does that continue to matter to people in 
the last quarter of the second Christian millennium? It is kind of apocalyptic in a 
sense that I think I've felt for many years. The stakes of what gets to count as na-
ture continue to intrigue me, particularly given the recent understanding of na-
ture as a profoundly constructed object deeply embedded in the histories of colo-
nialism, inextricably related to class, sex and gender repressions, and the deep ties 
of nature to racialization. This is the kind of work that Michel Foucault made in-
escapable for us. "Nature" is like what Gayatri Spivak talks about as those impos-
sible things which we cannot not desire, but which we never possess: the kinds of 
important objects and formations deep in the culture within which we situate 
ourselves. And I situate myself as having been profoundly formed within those 
cultures for which nature is extremely important, socially constructed, and right 
at the heart of the embodiments of systems of domination and ofliberatory proj-
ects and imaginations. I think that continues to be true and that the discursive 
constructions of nature have traveled so that they have become global. Whatever 
you can say about nature as in some way paradigmatically Western in its original 
constructions, it has traveled such that nature is a global object in a complicated, 
uneven, heterogeneous order. My work continues to be about how that happened. 
What is nature? What kind of discursive object is this? What kind of productions 
are we talking about? Who's engaged? Whose lives are at stake? And, partly as a 
story line, partly as an enabling device (partly because I think it is a pretty good 
enabling device), I've paid attention to the construction of the relationships be-
tween human beings and other animals. I've paid a lot of attention to situations in 
which the salient social partners are particular human beings with other animals, 
and simultaneously, human beings with their own artifacts, in particular, ma-
chines. I've been calling both animals and machines social partners, such that 
neither of them is "object" to ourselves as "subject:' That kind of construction (or 
fiction) of a dual relationship, a simultaneous relationship facing two directions, 
has informed my work for a long time. I'm using a whole lot of very general cate-
gories in doing this: the category of the human, the category of the machine, the 
category of the animal. All three of those function as unmarked categories in 
many discourses. So, throughout the work, I try to pay attention to what goes on 
between specifically located animals, people, artifacts, and machines, and to the 
way the language games work. 
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The book that got published last year, Primate Visions, took up one whole as-
pect of this larger concern and developed it at length. The book that is coming out 
now, Simians, Cyborgs, and Women: The Reinvention of Nature, is a series of essays 
that I had been publishing while I was writing Primate Visions. Simians, Cyborgs, 
and Women has a kind of unity of its own that probably started with "A Manifesto 
for Cyborgs;' which Socialist Review asked me to write to address what had hap-
pened to socialist feminism in the Reagan era, in the mid-198os. Like the fact that 
it had disappeared (laughter) ... as a collective practice, disappeared as anything 
but a concept. Socialist feminism had disappeared as a living social movement in 
the United States. Although it hardly ever existed as a living social movement in 
the United States, or frankly all too little, it had been a kind of compelling vision, 
a kind of consensual hallucination anyway ... just a little bit like American Marx-
ism outside of the CPUSA [Communist Party, USA). That kind of consensual 
hallucination has motivated a lot of people to imagine possible worlds and to en-
gage in practice. So, I wrote "A Manifesto for Cyborgs" in response to the request 
by Socialist Review. They sent a bunch of us letters and said, "Look, you were all 
socialist feminists. What happened? What does it mean in the Reagan years?" "A 
Manifesto for Cyborgs" emerged as a kind of dream-space piece. I set out to do 
one thing, and over a whole summer a lot else happened. That "a lot else" allowed 
me to articulate the interlocking of several worlds that had been compelling to me 
as an historian of biology who had watched the organism as a discursive object 
emerge and mutate. Over an extended period of time-you can give. some key 
dates in the 1940s and 1950s-the organism mutated into a communication sys-
tem of a particular kind, subject to stress and certain kinds of malfunctions that 
had to do with communication systems malfunctions. I was watching key con-
cepts within the theory of natural selection and evolution mutate; watching the 
sciences of animal behavior; watching cell biology and genetics; watching the 
"discursive object" mutate into a heavily militarized command-communication-
control and information system. For people located in first-world techno-science 
cultures, these were the strong threads in what got to count as knowledge of na-
ture. To put it crudely, all possible objects of knowledge became Cold War objects 
of knowledge in a deep way. 

Marx tells about technology as dead labor-technologies as kinds of frozen 
embodiments-and the concept is a very useful one. But, it was not good enough 
for what we needed to be able to think. Dead labor remains an important concept 
in terms of, literally, reminding oneself of the deadliness of labor built into the 
kind of arid, material world of exploitative systems of production. But the con-
cept wasn't lively enough. It didn't get at some of the escape from origins, the 
ways that artifactual productions (the machines) escaped from the intentions of 
their makers. Or, escaped the kinds of moves of the critical theorists of the Frank-
furt School, who could understand domination but couldn't get at the ways 
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techno-science worlds were also not reducible to that. They couldn't get at the 
liveliness and the possible worlds built into the technology. I've always regarded 
the critical project of critical theory as, at its heart, opening up a possible "else-
where:' providing a sense that built into criticism is some sense of possibility. If 
that's not true, it's not political. It's quite the opposite: a kind of invitation to cyn-
icism. I felt that it was really crucial for feminism, in particular, and for a broadly 
"progressive" outlook to come to terms with techno-science in ways we had not-
certainly not collectively. There are some very interesting things out there, and we 
didn't have a shared discourse. "Cyborgs" was my first intervention into the imag-
inative framework, while taking serious account of issues like the international di-
vision oflabor and the transnational productions of science-based cultures. Who 
was inducted into which part of techno-science? I was trying to pay attention, 
paradigmatically, to women's work in science-based industries, and the race, 
class, and gender issues embedded in them. But that's not the whole terrain: That 
was a kind of window into it. 

The "Manifesto for Cyborgs" also paid attention to the explosion in the 1970s 
of women's SF writing. Interesting worlds emerged from one of the most un-
promising genres imaginable! Also, I was using SF as a way of walking around the 
invitation into psychoanalysis for theorizing the same issues. I specifically didn't 
want to accept the use of psychoanalysis as a privileged theoretical window. I con-
stantly tried to work out other languages that can do some of the same work with-
out being quite so constrained by the dominant psychoanalytic family of stories 
about subjects and collectives. But, like many other theorists in the same zone of 
conversations, I too wanted to get at some account of an unconscious; some ac-
count of the unexpected, the condensations, the irruptions, the structures of sto-
ries that are not under any kind oflinear control. So I needed a way to do that and 
I'm still engaged in trying to do it, in oblique relation to psychoanalytic theory. 

Simians, Cyborgs, and Women also includes "Situated Knowledges;' which is 
my first effort to try to take seriously what I now think of as a very old move in 
European traditions: to the move toward reanimating matter. A lot of what's 
going on in Green politics, in eco-feminism, as well as in a great deal of other 
feminist politics, is trying to rethink "the body" for writing and cultural activism 
by refusing the notion of the world as the dead stage on which Man's projects are 
directed and performed. I see myself-us-embedded in criticalliberatory work 
that requires a refiguring of our partners. Partly, this is a very old move within Eu-
ropean traditions. It is also a move made in many other cultural traditions. In too 
generalizing a way, I borrowed the metaphors of the coyote and of the world as a 
kind of moody trickster with whom any relationship is always very problematic. 
Coyote and trickster stories don't hold still. They are not always very nice stories, 
and the world is definitely not some sort of humanist projection. 

Also in the book is a piece on immune system discourse that picks up the heter-
ogeneity of scientific discourse. Part of my work is committed to the proposition 
that what's going on in the practices of the natural sciences is not reducible to the 
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kind of straw-person characterizations many of us have made, reducing science to 
positivism, and so on. There's a great deal of very lively cultural work going on in 
the knowledge-producing practices of the natural sciences and we would be well-
advised, as cultural workers on this larger map, to be in deep conversation with 
what's going on, to be in an open-eared critical conversation. 

I've also got a piece in there on gender because I agreed to do something quite 
impossible for a German project, to translate a French Marxist dictionary into 
German. The Germans wanted to include all of the new words that had been left 
out of the Marxisms that had produced the French dictionary, which was already 
a multivolume book. All of the new social movements, all of the feminisms, all of 
the critique of colonial discourse, theories of race and raciality-these had pro-
duced new "keywords." There was a huge list of new words, assigned to a long list 
ofleftist scholars around the world. I had five pages to write about the sex-gender 
system. The keywords were to appear in Spanish, German, French, Russian, En-
glish, and Chinese. This was daunting. The U.S. term "gender" barely translates 
into other Anglophone practices. "Geschlecht" is not "gender:' God knows, nei-
ther "genre" nor "genero" is "gender:' This project erupted into a long discussion 
about nontranslatability and about the question that is euphemized as "differ-
ence." The concept of difference as it has emerged in much feminist theory as-
sumes a Eurocentric starting point, which is nuts! How do we refigure a politics 
and a discourse of articulationism without the normalizing and, usually implicit, 
Eurocentric starting points? The word "gender" forces these issues to the surface. 

Some writing I just finished a couple of weeks ago, called "Promises of Mon-
sters;' tries to look at the politics of "articulationism" and "artifactualism:' It is a 
politics of location problem. How do you work out of a situation or location in 
such a way as to build articulations or connections which remain power- and his-
tory-sensitive? These issues pervade the domains of techno-science, which is a 
heterogeneous global system, and which is where I've situated myself to do my 
work. How do we think about articulationist politics? Simians, Cyborgs, and 
Women is basically the sum of that work. 

There is also a piece in there on Buchi Emecheta's novels. She's a Nigerian, born 
in Nigeria of Ibo parentage, who emigrated and ended up in London. As a single 
mother of several children, she puts herself through school, writes through col-
lege, and so forth. She gets a degree on sociology and writes several novels: She's a 
major public writer. One of her books, The Joys of Motherhood, is canonized in 
the African Writers Series that Chinua Achebe edited. Buchi Emecheta has writ-
ten a number of novels that are read in different contexts. I was interested in the 
politics of reading her in women's studies classrooms and the ways that U.S. 
women's studies students have a tendency to read autobiographically, to read fic-
tion as autobiography, as witnessing. I was interested in how to disrupt this kind 
of appropriation in a reflexive women's studies reading practice that looks at how 
Buchi Emecheta is read by three differently positioned critics. The first reading is 
by a Nigerian feminist building Nigerian women's studies partly by ruling 
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Emecheta out of her canon and using various kinds of heterosexual and 
heterosexist nationalist language to do it. The second reading is by Barbara Chris-
tian. Her use of Emecheta very interestingly figures a certain kind of com-
munity of mothers and daughters that centers lesbians. Third, my own use of 
Emecheta is to figure certain kinds of international travels, local and global 
mobilities-refusals of stable location-that I resist labeling with a postmodern-
ist agenda, but which has got to heard with those echoes. What are my stakes in 
reading that way, after all, as a women's studies teacher in this institution? How do 
the three of us differently intervene in the various kinds of arguments about 
women's witnessing to their own experience, and to the construction of the "we;' 
the collective political subject? What are the historical and political stakes for each 
reading? 

AG: I'd like you to elaborate on your deliberate use of science fiction as an alterna-
tive to psychoanalysis. I find this a very interesting turn and it is partially con-
nected to another question I have. You talk a lot about traveling and the relation-
ship between global and local contexts. And indeed your work travels-between 
and within Marxism, feminism, and the history of science. Yet it also seems to sit-
uate itself in a distinctly American context and political/intellectual tradition. I 
wonder whether you would articulate the political project, if there is one, of in-
sisting on America as the home base, so to speak. 

DH: I don't know how seriously to take an obviously provocative statement! And 
this is not about science fiction actually, but SF. 

AG: I have to interrupt you. It is not as provocative as the statement you made last 
year to the Harvard History of Science Department, where you introduced your 
presentation by telling them that you viewed the history of science as a subfield of 
feminist theory. I found that a provocative statement! 

DH: I take that totally seriously, especially saying it in the Harvard History of Sci-
ence Department. It was, of course, very deliberate. 

AG: Well, we liked it! 

nH: Good. I'm glad you liked it because I feel very strongly about that one. I'm 
clear about that! I'm less dear-headed about SF as an alternative to or in tension 
with the very rich, multilayered languages of psychoanalysis and related contem-
porary theory. And so I say it as a serious joke, wondering how far one could go 
with it. The serious joke has a structure to it. I use the sign "SF;' rather than the 
words "science fiction" or "sf;' because I think of SF as much more than science 
fiction. I think of science fiction as only one of SF's genre conventions. And SF ex-
ploded into a profusion of genre conventions and modes of cultural production 
that have escaped "genre" over the last twenty years. I am interested in the various 
kinds of speculative fabulation, science fantasy, speculative feminism, and the 
particular way that all of these moves-which are about possible worlds-seem 
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to me to step away from the nineteenth-century conception of the imagination-
and some of the workings of Freudian discourse up to and including Lacan. 
Imagination (and its mutant, the imaginary) is not the point: Possibility is. And 
that maybe is what I see as a U.S. twentieth-century preoccupation. We live in pe-
culiar times. On the one hand, everything seems possible; on the other, nothing 
does. The utter freezing of the possibility of social change: What are the possible 
worlds of social change as you watch Bush and crowd? How do we seriously envi-
sion social change from North America, particularly from the United States, un-
der the circumstances of such impoverishment of oppositional movements. I 
think of SF as one tiny little blip-more than a blip-but certainly no solution. SF 
can be a kind of work that is about possibility, that works at the level of language 
in much the same way as, or, in a way that is friendly to some psychoanalytic the-
ory. Psychoanalysis gets at certain kinds of linguistic moves really nicely. I think of 
SF as language practices; language practices that are about cracking open to get at 
possibility, to get at an unconscious that doesn't relate to the nineteenth-century 
notion of imagination, to which historically psychoanalysis is deeply related. 

SF has been a practice within "unmarked" feminist writing that intrigues me. 
But, it has not been nearly as much a practice in explicit antiracist writing, or in 
intercultural, multicultural writings. SF has not, on the whole, been a major writ-
ing practice here, although there are compelling exceptions. I think of Jewelle 
Gomez's work on vampires, of Samuel Delany's rich corpus, Octavia Butler's hy-
brid worlds, and of the "almost SF" practice (but it isn't) of parts of Toni Cade 
Bambara's The Salt Eaters. Why is it that a Joanna Russ would find SF so service-
able for an interrogation of certain kinds of involvement of gender and multiple 
identity for "the 4 J's" in The Female Man, but Gloria Anzaldua refigures the 
multiplicitous character of the mestiza with very different resources? Anzaldua's 
writing is about an opening up of a sense of possibility, of unexpected alliances, 
but it works very differently from SF. The project within which I see my own in-
terventions into SF is a project of unexpected alliances: a kind of cracking up of 
what seemed frozen in the way the sentences in SF work literally. It's odd that in 
genre conventions that seem so produced to formula, the writing practices can be 
particularly not formulaic, but require that you learn to read for the cracks. Psy-
choanalysis at its best also teaches those doing cultural analysis to read "differ-
ently:' The language does something else than it did before. 

The body of psychoanalytic work is too easily-I know this is reductive, but 
still true-limited to a certain story cycle, a certain set of cultural groups. It seems 
to normalize conversations perversely. For example, we had a meeting here last 
week, a seminar by bell hooks which included an interesting discussion around 
psychoanalysis and revolution. One person made an intervention reminding peo-
ple about Levi-Strauss's translation of Shamanistic curing as a psychoanalytic, 
therapeutic intervention. Other parties to the conversation said, "But look, that's 
a power-charged, directional translation of Shamanistic practice. It normalizes 
the relationship of a different set of stories and practices to European psychoana-
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lytic practice, and that politics of normalization is not okay." You can show it is an 
act of translation and that impacts some of the power dimensions, but it is not 
good enough. You need to develop somehow a practice of in-depth conversation 
among different families of stories that account for who is in the world and what 
kind of languages and consciousness are in the world. Psychoanalytic theoretical 
discourse as political discourse is overdetermined to naturalize the world in terms 
of European stories. And I often feel that it is too hard to break that normalizing 
grip. That's a vaguely connected, vaguely coherent response to why I think SF has 
more interest in practice! Of course, also, SF is inescapably imperialist in the U.S., 
Japan, the Soviet Union-where does science fiction come from, right? 

AG: Or where does it go? 

DH: SF is a very culturally specific set of polluted writing practices, and since I like 
dirty locations, I'm attracted to it. 

AG: It also strikes me that science fiction is very much about social movements, 
about traveling. One needs to really stretch with psychoanalysis. 

DH: SF had better be about social worlds because it certainly is not very good in 
terms of the individual subject! 

AG: In talking about SF, you bring us on to the terrain of cultural politics. I wanted 
to ask you to talk about what you think is at stake for cultural politics in the 
emerging (at least in the U.S.) field of cultural studies. You might say something 
about the changes in the journal you are working on. 

DH: Cultural studies is now a term that means everything and nothing. But I still 
think it's useful. It has different histories, and it does talk about certain kinds of 
interventions. The notion of cultural studies is politically motivated and should 
be kept that way. I think a lot of people have stakes in keeping cultural studies as a 
politicized word in and out of the academy. I have been affiliated with a journal 
that used to be called Radical Science Journal, which grew out of the critiques of 
science and technology by the anti-Vietnam War and related movements. Radical 
Science Journal belonged to the same generation as Science-for-the-People. Radical 
Science Journal was a London-based undertaking, and some very fine scholars 
and activists in the History of Science were associated with it. It changed its name 
a few years ago to Science as Culture and changed its publishing format. This 
change was about a political transformation, a transformation of analytical vi-
sion, a politicized analytical vision that, on the one hand, took popular culture 
very seriously. Cultural studies is, in part, about taking popular culture more seri-
ously and not allowing various versions of one-dimensional man to substitute for 
analysis. Rosa Linda Fregoso, who does film studies, has an interesting take on the 
word "popular" that I want to borrow for hearing the tones of the cultural studies 
movement. When she talks about cultural studies, she talks about the popular not 
as, you know, "science for laypeople as opposed to science for physicists. Call one 
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popular, call the other technical." That's not what she means by popular, by la 
popular, in oppositional Chicano/a and Latin American culture. Rather, she is 
talking about something more similar to what Chela Sandoval means in her use 
of the notion of oppositional and differential consciousness: variously articulated 
everyday practices of resistance and productions of other possibilities. In 
hegemonized situations, there are moments of possibility, forms of resistance, 
that "the popular" articulates. That is, I think, close to the heart of cultural stud-
Ies. 

And, in that sense, science studies as cultural studies--or science as culture 
(not quite the same thing, but related)-makes a couple of interventions that I 
feel part of. On the one hand, "science studies," as that term has emerged in aca-
demic, professional sociology, history, philosophy, and anthropology of science, 
has been evacuated of political meaning. Deliberately, I think. If it wasn't deliber-
ate, then folks are dumber than I think they are! That's not fair. But, there is a way 
in which what has come to be called science studies-its journals, arguments, and 
so on-has been eviscerated of possible political meaning. It has been acade-
micized, disciplinized, and turned into strategies to build professional empires. 
It's really disappointing because so much of the work is very interesting, really 
important. But, it seems so resistant to politics. For me, cultural studies suggests a 
way to intervene. A relocating of science studies into cultural studies isn't about 
the divide between the technical and the lay, the technical and the popular. In that 
sense, both wnes need analysis. But it is a relocation from the professional to the 
popular in the sense that Rosa Linda Fregoso uses the term. And in that sense, it is 
not technical and lay, but professional and political. I think of science studies and 
of cultural studies generally as about attempting to build a politics of articulation. 
Of course, Laclau and Mouffe are part of this conversation for obvious reasons. 
But, I want a concept of articulation that refuses some of the relativistic moves in 
some ofLaclau and Mouffe's ways of thinking. I think that feminist and antiracist 
work, in particular, is getting at a notion of situated knowledges that are not "es-
sentialist" in the way that word is often used. The stakes are otherwise located. It 
may intersect with that conversation sometimes, but it is not what the whole con-
versation is about. So, this is a kind of family of issues that I feel associated with 
when I think of the move from Radical Science Journal to Science as Culture. In ad-
dition, you can't call something Radical Science Journal after the kind of Thatcher-
Reagan gutting of the language of Marxism, the language of radicalism. I also 
think we can't think it that way anymore. Whether you were in opposition or to-
tally complicitous, Cold War culture provided you with ready-made theoretical 
issues, really fundamental political issues. We need thoroughly to rethink our po-
litical languages. Cultural studies should be part of that project. 

AG: Much of your work is about what are incredibly frightening, but also exciting, 
changes in the sheer nature of social realities. Given the scenario of "Cyborgs:' 
what kinds of new political practices-new ways of doing politics-will emerge 
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out of the new political and social realities confronting the post-1968 social move-
ments? 

DH: That's obviously an impossible question. I don't want to make any pro-
nouncements about it. But many promising things are happening that give hints 
for how we might work. For example, look at the work going on in relationship to 
the tropical rain forest issues and the redwood forest issues, the North and South 
American rain forests, particularly in the potential for linkage and the ways of re-
figuring who are the key social actors. I'm thinking of Alexander Cockburn and 
Suzanna Hecht's new book, The Fate of the Forest, and Terence Turner's work with 
the Kayap6 Indians in Brazil around the issues of indigenous peoples in the 
Americas. There are new collective subjects with whom articulations and alliances 
can be built in relationship to planetary and local issues. How to do that? What 
counts as "local" is not determined entirely by geography in the narrow sense. A 
"situatedness" is to be built: It does not come out of some sort of automatic loca-
tion on the map. Not everyone can move anywhere freely. You just can't construct 
yourself into any old thing. Yet, articulations can be world-building. 

AG: That kind of mobility is a strategy of capital. 

DH: Capital's strategy is precisely to move anywhere it wants, and within its 
power, it can do just that. An oppositional strategy can't rely on a naive localism: 
saying simply, for example, that you can't move U.S. jobs offshore. You can get 
some amazing xenophobic, chauvinist labor politics out of that position. And yet, 
how do you challenge the capitalist transnational strategy of limitless mobility 
with savvy situated and mobile articulations? We were talking about rain forest 
politics as an example. They exemplify the struggles within which modes of 
promising political work are emerging. I feel some hope in those struggles. But, in 
general, our lack of coherent analysis of direction in the U.S. is really stunning. I 
feel some sense of political potential emerging in conservation politics: maps, 
analyses, practices. I don't feel anything like the same hope in relationship to Per-
sian Gulf issues, which seem paradigmatic of the high-stake politics of the post-
Cold War era. Maybe I'm just speaking out of the moment's despair .... The sense 
of pervasive irreality is stunning. I think that cultural politics has got to deal with 
that: We have to face a vast public culture that has no imaginative comprehension 
of what's going on in the world. What we collectively lack is a kind of comprehen-
sive narrative or a family of narratives. We really don't have a story for what is 
going on locally or globally. Folks can spin out various stories, but we really don't 
have shared family histories. We need to learn collectively to inhabit new stories. 

How do you move from articulated social conditions and analyses of cultural 
production to social movements in this world? None of us has a very good idea. 
What I'm saying is that we're located in a particular field of work, of study, which 
has political implications. I think cultural studies, at its best, is about learning to 
contribute to building a critical practice that enhances the possibility of shared 
survivable worlds. 
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Nothing Comes Without Its World

Donna J. Haraway in Conversation with Thyrza Nichols Goodeve
20th Anniversary of Modest_Witness1

Whether it existed in the past or not, such a technoscience— 
committed to projects of human equality; modesty, universal 
material abundance, self-critical knowledge projects; and multi-
species flourishing—must exist now and in the future.

—Donna Haraway2

Preface

MORE THAN PROPS: METAPHOR, A BIOLOGICAL IMPERATIVE
Thyrza Nichols Goodeve

Metaphor is predictive because it is embedded in a rich system not 
private to any one man.

—Haraway, 19763

What’s in a title, indeed, one that is as mouthy, semantically wild, and ref-
erentially loaded as the title of the book you have in your hand or, more to 
the point, opened in your e-book reader. There it is—an email address—that 
gathers you into a digital amniotic fluid where a collection of influencers, 
linked by semantic joints and signifers—a period, an @ sign, ©, and ™—
are sutured together: Robert Boyle’s modest witness, feminist science stud-
ies, Christian millennialism, the science fiction writer Joanna Russ, corporate 
capitalism, and a now-obsolete but once fully living breathing and excreting— 
patented—breast cancer research organism. Why? Because this impossible but 
by no means fictional email address (not yet a mainstay of identity when 
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Haraway wrote this book), is the signifier of being-in-world in the 21st cen-
tury. And by using it she is demonstrating, like the monsters she advocates 
for, the existential bonds of metaphor, biology, digital technologies, capitalism, 
feminism, science fiction, and the history of science.

Next, you open the book and before your eyes have even touched the 
opening sentence, you are hailed by a Table of Contents which, like the book’s 
very title, is bursting with hermeneutic cues that situate this book on feminism 
and technoscience within a semiotic frame: “Syntactics: The Grammar of Fem-
inism and Technoscience,” “Semantics,” and “Pragmatics.” For those who are 
deep readers of Haraway’s work it is no surprise that Modest_Witness is marked 
by the influences of semiotic theory, where figuration and the movement and 
meat of metaphor propel critique forward (and backwards and sideways). But 
before you enter, it’s important to note where this attention to the matter of 
semiotics and language comes from because it’s not as obvious as it may seem. 
While the art of reading carefully and attentively is more common in stud-
ies of literature, poetry, philosophy, and literary criticism, Haraway’s was born 
from her deep immersion in biological processes. Read her first book, Crystals, 
Fabrics, and Fields: Metaphors of Organicism in Twentieth-Century Developmental 
Biology (1976)4 and discover the existential bond between aesthetics, language, 
metaphor and biology. Here one learns how the biological process of living 
systems are not just corollaries for language and argument, but (overstating for 
purposes of argument), they are in a way the same thing. As she says in her 
introduction, “The essential relationship between biology and art should not 
surprise anyone,” because “the Romantic conception5 is essentially the starting 
point for modern biology, not in the sense that the poets provided acceptable 
biological explanations or laws (which they surely did not), but in the sense 
that the artist and the biologist face a common problem: creation of novelty 
and fundamental appreciation of the nature of organic form.”6 Now think of 
this in terms of how ideas (which if anything are the progeny of novelty) are 
formed in the book that follows. They sprout and mutate following a logic of 
growth and accretion, like living systems. In other words, “Biological forms are 
grown, not assembled piecemeal.”7

While the primacy of biology in Haraway’s thought and world-building is 
self-evident because biology is her field, it is nevertheless important to restate 
the obvious because biology is not just a subject for her, a discipline or practice 
but a living medium—like paint or clay—from which everything she writes 
and lives is formed. Summarizing perhaps the central theme of her first book 
and the central mechanism of her writing (figuration and metaphor): “These 
strongly visualizable forms (tissue metaphors, crystals, fabrics and fields) are 
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more than props for the imagination; they have been intrinsic to explanations 
of basic properties of life.”8 In other words, she writes as she does not because 
of literary studies but because sentences and ideas are organisms. And knowing 
this will help you read her work. The key is the operation of tropism. Although 
“trope”—a figure of speech—is most often associated with literary criticism 
or philosophy, tropism is a basic biological process. A tropism is an obligatory 
movement made by an organism in a response directly proportional to a phys-
ical stimulus such as light or gravity.9 Think of language proceeding as she fol-
lows the “obligatory movement” made by any concept or word, “in a response 
directly proportional to it,” where each idea is propelled into her and back out 
into you. It is why her work is so thick (she uses the metaphor of semiotic 
barnacles more than once) and is peopled by so many others—colleagues and 
students, which appear like lichen on every substrate of her thinking.

*

The following dialogue is pieced together from a series of conversations that 
took place in the summer of 2017 at Haraway’s home in Santa Cruz, Califor-
nia. Its intent is twofold: 1) to give Donna Haraway the space to reflect on the 
major concepts and arguments of Modest_Witness—one of her most important 
and challenging books—20 years after its initial publication, and 2) to offer a 
conceptual map for the reader new to Haraway’s work. It is why a mysterious 
list of bolded words and phrases stacked in a column is what greets you first. 
They are the nodal points of our collaborative conversation, placed at the out-
set as a kind of introductory map-poem of what is to follow.

Modest witness (Deborah Heath)10

The marked body; the body infected by particularity
Ontologically entangled authorship
Coevolution
Relativism
Strong objectivity (Sandra Harding)
Situated relationality
Partial knowledge
Situated knowledges
Which isn’t relative, it is situated
Technoscience
“Saying everything before I say anything”
The fallacy of misplaced concreteness (Alfred North Whitehead)
Prehensions
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Implosion
Enterprised up (Marilyn Strathern)
The New World Order
Interpellation (Althusser)
SF
Reading protocols
I was born kin to PU239
Irony and blasphemy
Things resolve into laughter
Artifactual
The collapse of materiality and metaphor
Figurations
FemaleMan©

OncoMouse™
Cui bono? (Susan Leigh Star)
Gene
The relational complexity of the cell must
Informatics
Gene fetishism
Crystals, Fabrics, and Fields was my passage point
Always the critters
Semiotics
The form is always in-the-making
Making connections is itself a methodology
Articulating clusters of processes, subjects, objects, meanings, and  

commitments
SF is a methodological proposal
Cat’s cradle
String figures
Precisely not universal
Reproductive justice
FETUS
but it is much more than that
The Family of Man
SIMEVE
Diffraction
Cyborg surrealism
Metaphoric realism (Lynn Randolph)
Intra-action (Karen Barad)
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Multiculturalism is now an insult
In generative conflict and collaboration (Angela Davis)

*

Modest Witness

“Since Boyle’s time, only those who could disappear ‘modestly’ 
could really witness with authority rather than gawk curiously.”11

GOODEVE Let’s begin with the subject of your email address—the modest 
witness. It’s a description of the subject of scientific experimen-
tation used by Robert Boyle the “father of experimental life.”

HARAWAY Yes, this is the influence of Leviathan and the Air Pump (1985), 
Simon Schaffer and Steven Shapin’s great book.12 The impact that 
book had on everyone was enormous but its argument about the 
production of knowledge incorporated nothing from feminist 
science studies. So, in a significant, deliberate way Modest_Wit-
ness was a reaction to it, as well as to Bruno Latour’s Science in 
Action (1987). But it was Deborah Heath who first advocated for 
the idea of modest witnessing.13 Although I end up returning 
to Boyle, my use came from Heath first then Elizabeth Potter’s 
paper on Boyle’s experimental philosophy on how gender is at 
“stake” in the experimental way of life. She noted how wom-
en’s names were never listed among those testing the veracity of 
experimental reports, whether they were present or not because 
women couldn’t give authoritative witness. They could see but 
not witness; they could be there but what they had to say did not 
count.14

GOODEVE It’s incredible to re-read Leviathan and the Air Pump now when 
facts are under attack.

HARAWAY Yes, air pump15 experiments were important for establishing reli-
able knowledge independent of politics or religion.
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GOODEVE What was the experiment?16

HARAWAY Boyle used the air pump (or vacuum pump) to demonstrate the 
effects of air on various objects including living critters—insects, 
birds, mice. Today, in 2017, I am struck that I did not foreground 
the conditions of co-authorship for the animals, subjected as they 
were to the fiction of authorship by the un-entangled machine. 
The means of crafting scientific facts have killed untold numbers 
of nonhuman critters over the history of modernity; it is a key 
aspect of human exceptionalism in Western science and philoso-
phy. The demonstrations were quite popular. People would come 
to watch as a little bird was put into a glass chamber from which 
the air was evacuated and the bird would die.

GOODEVE But some of the upper-class women interrupted and demanded 
air be let in to rescue the bird!

HARAWAY Yes, exactly, so from that point on Boyle assembled only men at 
night, or so the story goes.

GOODEVE You mention Margaret Cavendish, Duchess of Newcastle patron 
of Cambridge University, a substantive writer on natural philos-
ophy at the time who requested permission to visit the all-male 
society. Because she was a patron of the Royal Society she was 
allowed to visit but she was never invited back, nor were other 
woman admitted to the Royal Society until 1945!! And even 
then, the reason was because of a lawyer’s claims to the Royal 
Society that “continued exclusion of women would be illegal.”17

HARAWAY Because, unlike men, they were the marked body; the body 
infected by particularity, so they were never considered a dis-
interested witness. Their speech was tainted by bias, by the body.
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GOODEVE And the verifiability of the fact as a supposedly value-free zone 
was also dependent on technology. You quote from Leviathan and 
The Air Pump, “The experimental philosopher working with the 
air pump could say, ‘It is not I who say this, it is the machine.’ ”18

HARAWAY Right, if the demonstrations were verified merely by an “I” it 
would have all the problems of any “I” as in a point of view. But 
since it was the air pump, the machine, that was making this 
point, it was considered objective. The ontologically entan-
gled authorship of these facts is rendered invisible.

GOODEVE Who are the other feminist science studies authors who were 
important to Modest_Witness?

HARAWAY Look at the citation network in Modest_Witness and you have the 
inventors of Anglophone feminist science studies. Elizabeth Pot-
ter, Karen Barad, me, Deborah Heath, Patricia Hill Collins, the 
Boston Women’s Health Collective, Adele Clarke, Joan Fujimura, 
Charlotte Rutherford, many others. We were all youngish fem-
inists inventing feminist science studies in those years. Feminist 
science studies have never been defined as a discipline or pro-
fession. They are and were a science justice movement. Sandra 
Harding was the first clearing the ground. So, it is no surprise in 
the Society for Social Studies of Science as of 2015 three women 
of my age: Sandra Harding, me, and Adele Clark, all have been 
given the highest honor of the society—the Bernal Prize. It’s 
an annual lifetime achievement award. Adele Clark at UC SF 
is a major ethnographic sociologist. She comes out of the same 
school of ethnographic sociology as Leigh Starr—Adele, Leigh, 
and Joan Fujimura were a crucial cohort. Adele remains smack 
in the middle of women’s reproductive health and reproductive 
justice. She is the go-to person. We are working on a project 
now called Making Kin Not Population about the booming silence 
in science studies around increasing but diversely, unequally 
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impactful human numbers coupled to multispecies environmen-
tal and reproductive justice.

GOODEVE Well, this also ties into one of the fundamental qualities of your 
work: nothing starts from a simple origin, in other words, sub-
jects and objects are always already in relationship—the word 
coevolution is crucial.

HARAWAY All of my work is in a network of colleagues, friends, students, stu-
dents who become colleagues, friends of colleagues, colleagues of 
colleagues. It is extremely personal in the way the network is built. 
Isabelle Stengers, Vinciane Despret, Bruno Latour, Marilyn Strath-
ern, Sarah Franklin, Katie King, Karen Barad, you. Angela Davis 
gave us the idiom for working and playing in conflict and col-
laboration. It’s about constantly working with other thinkers; it’s 
about thinking-with, and thinking companions become lifelong 
companions. Karen Barad taught me also to call this intra-action.

GOODEVE The metaphor of kin is never just a metaphor for you. But it’s 
frustrating how the critiques of science by feminists such as your-
self lead to charges of relativism.

HARAWAY Right, in the Science Wars people accused us, essentially, of rel-
ativism. They thought we were saying anything goes; you don’t 
have any criteria anymore. And I think they were bad readers, and 
that they were also politically-motivated antagonists who never 
owned up to that. They attacked Sandra for strong objectivity! 
They wanted to destroy us and worked very hard at it, convinc-
ing scientists that we were their enemy. They were foolish about 
the fundamental difference between situated relationality and 
relativism.

GOODEVE And now there’s a contingent that blames the post-fact Trump era 
on the theory I /we was brought up by: Foucault, Derrida, you.
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HARAWAY Well, there is no question that the Right Wing took what we did 
and turned it into a monster. Right-wing appropriations have 
made all the important words—democracy, freedom, facts—
harder to fight for now.

GOODEVE That’s a good way of putting it.

HARAWAY It’s true. And could we have made it harder to do that? Prob-
ably so . . . the undermining of respect for facts. We bear some 
responsibility for that, not because of our arguments, I think, but 
because we failed to connect with a much deeper and broader 
public.

GOODEVE But your notion of partial knowledge is also so clear, especially 
when linked to your essay on situated knowledges also written 
in the 90s.

HARAWAY Yes, instead of hearing “partial” as an insult, in other words, “You 
are just being partial” as an accusation, I’m using it to deliberately 
grind against that meaning. I’m talking about how you never 
have the whole truth. When I talk about partial knowledges, the 
privilege of partial perspective or use Marilyn Strathern’s essay 
on partial connections,19 it’s because of a very particular notion 
of partial—the relentless relationalities and knottings and con-
nectings, without ever having the illusion that you can finish it.

GOODEVE Which isn’t relative, it is situated. Your example of Leigh 
Starr’s allergy to onions in Chapter 1. It’s a humorous and vivid 
way of illustrating how “Fever, nausea, and a rash can foster a 
keen appreciation of located knowledges.”20 And also, why such 
knowledge is not relativistic knowledge. For instance, in the 
chapter on the gene you say, “Mathematical knowledge is a situ-
ated knowledge.”21
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HARAWAY Yes. This is in the context of the discussion of European vs 
Aboriginal methods of formal reasoning. The Aboriginal prac-
tices are analogous to European-derived methods of formal 
reasoning, but the two kinds of cognitive work rely on constitu-
tionally different ways of making categories. It’s an example of 
strong objectivity, Sandra Harding’s term for the “testing of cred-
ible witnessing” which is another way of saying strong objectivity. 
I developed my ideas about situated knowledges in conflict and 
collaboration with, and response to, Sandra’s approach, in a kind 
of loving, generative friction.

GOODEVE It’s strong in the sense of being aware of itself, as a witness to the 
object?

HARAWAY Yes, strong objectivity has to do with the inadequacy of con-
ventional objectivity. Conventional objectivity tries to strip away 
what it considers bias or secondary qualities in the theatre of 
knowledge-making, what it considers accidents. The conven-
tional thinking about objectivity is you get the science out of 
the politics. You separate science and politics. Sandra argues you 
can’t have good science if you do that. When a whole body of 
knowledge is produced by privileged Western white men, they 
think they’re not acting as white men. They consider themselves 
disinterested. They tie themselves into pretzels in order not to be 
biased, which is true in the best of cases. But those inhabiting the 
unmarked categories are incapable of seeing themselves. If you 
are in the unmarked category you are self-invisible. That’s the 
definition of an unmarked category. So, feminists Nancy Hart-
sock and Sandra Harding take this and really push it. And San-
dra is the one who articulates the deep, critical examination and 
enlargement of the theatre of knowers. The other objectivity is 
weak, brittle, inadequate, full of holes! Strong objectivity knows 
that it’s not complete. Those who have no choice but to inhabit 
the marked categories like gender, color, and place in systems of 
exploitation and colonialism can potentially build much stronger 
kinds of objectivity. This is standpoint theory redone for anti- 
racist feminist science studies.
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GOODEVE It’s modest!

HARAWAY It is constantly searching for what has been excluded, as opposed 
to working to exclude. Not always to produce inclusion, but to 
acknowledge situatedness, limits, histories, consequences.

GOODEVE Beautifully put.

HARAWAY Inclusion is always a work-process; and inclusion can shut peo-
ple up rather than the opposite. It is critical to acknowledge 
the understandings of the excluded, not to add them to a mix 
of the included that reproduces the unmarked category trouble 
in a different “inclusive” format. It really matters whether you’re 
studying, let’s say, environmentalism with an environmental jus-
tice perspective, or not. I insist also on multispecies environmental 
justice, human and nonhuman in situated entanglements. And if 
you’re studying environmentalism without that, you’re going to 
have a weak science. You will have strong objectivity when you are 
seriously enlarging the kinds of things that you take account of, 
including enlarging the “you” who’s doing the knowledge-making,  
“included” and “excluded” or “otherwise.” It’s not just a matter of 
increasing the numbers of women in science. There are a lot of 
reasons to do it. It’s not just that you want more black women in 
science. Having more black women in science situated in critical 
relationships to histories changes the science. And Sandra, from 
early on, took race seriously, and up to this minute, is one of our 
deepest thinkers. She’s written a recent paper about de-colonial 
thinking in anti-racist, feminist science studies in relation to Latin 
America.22 She has continued to push, in multi-layered conflict 
and collaboration. These practices do not just change who does 
science. There is a potential—not a certainty—for better science. 
You get knowledges that are firmer, more broadly tested, more 
broadly brought into the thickness of the world, knowledges 
that hold up against the winds of the world, or partially connect 
worldly patterns without forcing falsely universal knowledge, if 
you will. You get stronger knowledges. That’s the goal.
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GOODEVE To step back for a moment, “technoscience” is obviously the 
overall subject of Modest_Witness, a word you write without the 
hyphen, as you do OncoMouse™ and FemaleMan©—which is 
one of the ways you connect writing practices, and linguistic 
analysis, to the actual historical implosions taking place. The 
Table of Contents is organized via American pragmatist semiotic 
categories: Syntactics, Semantics, Pragmatics. Your introduction is 
about “The Grammar of Feminism and Technoscience.” Just your 
attention to the absence of a hyphen between techno and science 
or the “I am intensely interested in the power of such syntactical 
marks as © and ™ . . . what social relations do these little orna-
ments adorn?”23 signals the density of topics. Modest_Witness is 
really five or six books because you won’t let any concept in 
without giving its backstory. In your recent book Staying With the 
Trouble, you don’t have that same impulse.

HARAWAY You’re right, I don’t have the same monomania now about saying 
everything before I say anything. In Modest_Witness the sentences 
are more tensely knotted while in Staying With the Trouble the 
writing is more relaxed.

GOODEVE I love that: “saying everything before I say anything.” Partly 
it’s the gift and the curse of academia—nothing goes without 
qualification or context but then, and here we are back to lan-
guage, it’s where and why the attention to writing becomes so 
critical. One of the concepts that is critical to all your work is 
from Alfred North Whitehead—“the fallacy of misplaced 
concreteness.”24 But here is where we need to slow down 
and do a frame by frame analysis of the language. On page 147 
you say, “‘the concrete’ had a precise meaning for Whitehead, 
related to his approach to ‘an actual entity as a concrescence of 
prehensions’ ”!!!

HARAWAY Well, it’s self-explanatory for a rather special group of people 
[laughing]. Let’s go through it. A concrescence, an implosion of 
concretenesses?
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GOODEVE You see it as a poetic—

HARAWAY It is poetic. A concrescence of prehensions, of graspings, percep-
tions which are prior to full understandings, prior to cognition. 
They are pre-hensions, not compre-hensions.

GOODEVE Are prehensions another word for the unconscious?

HARAWAY No, but maybe kin in some way. They’re concrescence of pre-
hensions out of which propositions might be formed, which for 
Whitehead are interrogative. He’s interested in cognitive lures, 
the way you are lured into a new abstraction. My favorite book 
of his by far is Science in the Modern World (1925) which is about 
the whole question of misplaced concreteness, mistaking the 
abstraction for the thing itself. But I learned about abstractions 
as lures originally from Isabelle Stengers,25 who is a deep White-
headean thinker.

GOODEVE Can you give examples of misplaced concreteness?

HARAWAY Yes. Let’s say you have an equation for a ball rolling down an 
inclined plane. Equations are incredibly hard and very import-
ant; they are gatherings together and propositions, and they’re 
abstractions, but you can mistake them for the world itself. If 
you mistake primary qualities, the only things you can know for 
certain, and secondary qualities are those things you must get 
rid of as proper to subjectivity and bias—color and touch are 
secondary—you will end up with a bad ontology. In Whitehead’s 
terms, you are essentially engaged in misplaced concreteness by 
mistaking the abstraction for the thing.

GOODEVE Besides “misplaced concreteness” I have other words to set up our 
discussion. “Implosion” summarizes the entirety of what you 
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were exploring in “A Manifesto for Cyborgs,” in the sense that a 
“cyborg” is not a thing but a dynamic process of many elements 
imploding forcefully into one another, intensifying relationali-
ties and generating new ones. In Modest_Witness the implosions 
of the natural and the artificial, nature and culture, subject and 
object, machine and organic body, money and lives, narrative and 
reality are labeled specifically “technoscience” which is why I see 
Modest_Witness as a kind of fleshing out of the Manifesto.26

HARAWAY I hadn’t really thought of Modest_Witness as a kind of cyborg’s 
daughter but you are right. Maybe cyborg’s litter? It is about 
those implosions of the cyborg manifesto enterprised up.

GOODEVE Meaning?

HARAWAY Marilyn Strathern27 introduced the term “enterprised up” to 
mean intensified in capitalist value, monetized, accounted in 
those ways. But I want to clarify, “implosion” does not imply 
that technoscience is “socially constructed,” as if the “social” were 
ontologically real and separate. ‘Implosion’ is a claim for hetero-
geneous and continual construction through historically located 
practice, where the actors are not all human.28 The Cyborg Man-
ifesto was still very much about the Cold War. Reagan’s Star Wars 
was fundamental to the conceptualization of that essay whereas 
with Modest_Witness the Wall is down—and with that comes the 
growing corporatization of politics on an international scale.

GOODEVE The political context of Modest_Witness is summarized by the 
phrase The New World Order, a phrase we use less now, sub-
stituting Neoliberalism. But it’s important for Modest_Witness 
because it was a big buzzword of the George W. Bush 90s.29 
Eerily, it was on September 11, 1990 that Bush gave his “Toward 
a New World Order” speech to Congress which set out his pol-
icy of permanent presence in the Persian Gulf leading to the 
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invasion of Kuwait in 1993 and then Iraq in 2003, and the mess 
in Afghanistan we are still in.

HARAWAY If in the “Manifesto for Cyborgs” I was talking about the femi-
nization of labor, the homework economy, outsourcing, the pro-
duction of multiple precarities as they would be called later, the 
conjuncture of this book is the end of the Second Christian Mil-
lennium, the mythological temporality of the secularized sacred 
time of the Christian West.

GOODEVE Yes. When I teach “A Manifesto for Cyborgs” I introduce it 
through a history of the 80s which is a remarkably concrete way 
to bring your argument down to earth or into the bodies of the 
students. With Modest_Witness this is true too, because it is a book 
about the 90s when the commercialization of molecular genetics 
is expanding rapidly, and now such commercialization is part of 
everyday life to the point we don’t see it anymore. Also, by the 
end of the 90s everyone was on an email address while at the 
beginning few were, so your choice of an email address as the 
title was completely novel then. You knew this was our ontologi-
cal shift. It was not just a gimmick; we are very much our online 
identities. The title is almost a hieroglyph or a kind of concrete 
poem.

HARAWAY It is an ontological joke—a serious one. Talk about getting away 
with it. Thanks to Bill Germano at Routledge.

GOODEVE But it’s also a perfect incarnation of Althusser’s notion of inter-
pellation, another word on my list.

HARAWAY I think his theory of interpellation was really important. The “Hey, 
you!” of a discourse where you turn, and by the act of turning, you 
recognize yourself inside the apparatus that hailed you.
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GOODEVE And think of it—from the email address as our ontology to Face-
book! How literal can you get. [laughs]

HARAWAY Yes! We have been hailed, in an Althusserian sense, into digital 
realities, digital worlding. And we recognize ourselves in it, we 
have no choice. It gives us our obligations and also many of our 
capacities to respond, what I call response-abilities.

GOODEVE The criticism of Althusser (until Zizek brought him back) was 
that his notion of ideology was too totalizing. It offered no 
agency. This was also a critique of Foucault. But here’s where 
your work is all about agency. SF is about offering us reading 
protocols, ways to unpack the density of our experience under 
technoscience, as when you say, “While some of the turns of the 
sticky threads in these tissues are helical, others twist less pre-
dictably. Which thread is which remains permanently mutable, 
a question of analytical choice and foregrounding operations. 
The threads are alive; they transform into each other; they move 
away from our categorical gaze.”30 I got very excited reading that 
paragraph.

HARAWAY Jeez, I rather like that. Haven’t read it in a while. [laughter] . . . 
And again and again, the actors are not all human.

GOODEVE This is true even of your discussion of transuranic elements and 
the critique of purity and categories of the natural. Like when 
you say, “I cannot hear discussions of disharmonious crosses 
among organic beings, and of implanted alien genes without 
hearing a racially inflected and xenophobic symphony. Located 
in the belly of the monster, I find the discourses of natural har-
mony, the non-alien and purity unsalvageable for understanding 
our genealogy in the New World Order, Inc. Like it or not, I 
was born kin to PU239 and to transgenic, transspecific, and 
transported creatures of all kinds: that is the family for which and 
to whom my people are accountable.”31
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HARAWAY Yes, it is about agency, about using irony to foreground certain 
threads.

GOODEVE Irony and blasphemy were obviously key to the Cyborg Man-
ifesto. You make a remarkable comment in Modest_Witness when 
you point out that a crucial aspect of irony is the assumption of 
community. You say, “when you use irony, you assume that your 
audience is reading out of much of the same sort of experiences 
as you yourself, and they are not.”32

HARAWAY Humor depends so much on the shared universe. Irony more so, 
because irony is so edgy unless people think they’re being made fun 
of, which has happened. But even just being playful—sometimes 
people just don’t get the joke!

GOODEVE Well, to quote you, “The joke is a sign of successful interpella-
tion” so . . .33

HARAWAY Yes, whoever is inside the joke is inside the world.

GOODEVE One of the joys of working with you is how funny you are, and 
how much you like to laugh. In a way, you use joking to disrupt, 
or bring to the foreground, the process of interpellation: “The 
joke is a sign of successful interpellation. Of finding oneself con-
stituted as a subject of knowledge and power in these precise 
regions of sociocultural space.”34

HARAWAY Things resolve into laughter. Partly because almost anything 
you say, almost any declarative sentence ends up being funny! 
Because by the time you get to the period, it’s just impossible! You 
must get to the period. And I like to use humor to open things up, 
especially face-to-face. This is harder on the page. Humor creates a 
kind of climate of generosity on the part of people.
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GOODEVE At one point, you call technoscience the “mutation” in the his-
torical frame.35 I like that you use the word mutation to describe 
what many people were trying to characterize at the time: the 
sense of break or periodization. It was clear then, and still is, there 
was a wide-ranging desire to name the shift in economics, tech-
nology, and culture we have come to call postmodernism (and 
now there is a distinction even from it), which had to do with 
the rise of digital culture, and transformations in the nature of 
global capitalism. I’ve always thought “A Manifesto for Cyborgs” 
is your version of what Frederic Jameson was trying to do in 
his influential essay on postmodernism. He published the first 
version in The New Left Review around the exact same time you 
were writing the manifesto—1984 or 85.36

HARAWAY Yes. But also, you know I never use the cyborg much since 
I wrote the cyborg manifesto.

GOODEVE Right, like “artifactual” explores the same territory as cyborg 
and “implosion.” You started using artifactual in “A Cyborg 
Manifesto.” In Modest_Witness it is the word for the way the 
organism is “recast as a specifically technological organism in the 
50s, as code, program, information.”37

HARAWAY I was pushed to use “artifactual” by the way Katie King taught 
me to read Emily Dickinson—the poem as a “thing,” an artifac-
tual thing.38 An artifact means something made, and I’m using 
“thing” the way Bruno Latour teaches us to use “thing,”39 as 
the gathering, the old Nordic thing, the gathering, not just the 
parliament, though Bruno develops “parliament of things.” The 
image of parliament is too constitutionally-liberal-democracy- 
ish for what I want to mean by “thing,” but it’s a gathering of 
material/semiotic engagement.

GOODEVE We are also talking about what we covered in How Like a Leaf in 
the “More Than Metaphor” section but which is the foundation 
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of everything you have done from Crystals, Fabrics, and Fields to 
Staying With the Trouble—the materiality of metaphor. As you put 
it, “The collapse of metaphor and materiality is a question 
not of ideology but of modes of practice among humans and non-
humans that configure the world—materially and semiotically—
in terms of some objects and boundaries and not others.”40 On 
page 83, I was struck by your comment, “a metaphor may become 
a research program,” where you are referring to Nancy Leys  
Stepan’s 1986 essay on 19th century studies of race and sex,  
“Race and Gender: The Role of Analogy in Science.”41

HARAWAY It is why figurations have been so important in all of my work.

GOODEVE You introduce all your figures early, on page 22: the Modest Wit-
ness, OncoMouse™, FemaleMan©, the chip, bomb, fetus.42 
You call FemaleMan© and OncoMouse™ kinship figures, even 
siblings. I like when you say, “Members of a transgenic clan, these 
commercially branded figures highlight questions of intellectual 
property rights, originals, and substitutes, authorship, invention, 
capitalism, in postmodernity. . . . ”43

HARAWAY My chief players. FemaleMan© is the chief figure of feminism in 
the book while OncoMouse™ is the figure for biotechnology 
and bioengineering. Ultimately, OncoMouse™ is a synechdoche 
for technoscience.44

GOODEVE You characterize her as our sibling, our sister, a living research 
project developed by big Pharma, “the bioengineered mouse is 
simultaneously a metaphor, a technology, and a beast living its 
many-layered life as best it can.”45 And as if invented so you could 
quote him Howard B. Rosen, corporate director of GenPharm, 
says, “We do ‘custom-tailor’ mice. We view them as the canvas 
upon which we do these genetic transplantations.”46
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HARAWAY And yet, she was already obsolete by the time I wrote Modest_
Witness because she never worked very well as a research system. 
That model of cancer was too simplistic. She was an invention 
not an act of nature but an act of man—a legal innovation. So, 
what turned out to be important about OncoMouse™ was not 
that particular research system but the patenting of a live animal.

GOODEVE As if to literalize the relationship of the 80s and the rise of Neo-
liberalism with Reagan who was elected in 1980, 1980 is when 
the first living bacterium was patented.47

HARAWAY But patenting of living systems begins with plants in the 30s, 
although there is no doubt the patenting of animals hit people at 
a different onto-epistemological level because animals feel like us 
in a way that plants don’t for most US non-Indigenous Americans. 
This is a Western construct, as there are plenty of non-Western  
people who feel plants have these qualities. But patenting a mouse 
was perceived like patenting us, it was perceived politically.

GOODEVE Gene splicing was introduced around the same time that Joanna 
Russ published The Female Man, which featured the four Js: 
Joanna, Jeannine, Janet, Jael.

HARAWAY The book was written in 1970 and published in 1975 and the 
first genetic gene splicing took place in August of 1973 when 
DNA from Xenopus laevis, the South African clawed frog was 
transcribed into messenger RNA in a bacterium, Escherichia coli. 
But the question especially with OncoMouse™ is Leigh Starr’s 
question, Cui bono?48 For whom does OncoMouse™ live and die? 
For instance, between 1980 and 1991 the death rates of African 
American woman from breast cancer increased 21 percent, while 
death rates for white women remained the same.49

GOODEVE How has our understanding of the gene changed since the 90s?
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HARAWAY Modest_Witness was written at a time when there was more con-
fidence in the human genome as an exhaustive database in and 
of itself, in other words there was more of a notion that genes 
determined things. Genes were less relational entities than they 
are now.50

GOODEVE Yet, the gene is still portrayed in the media as “the blah blah 
gene” as with gene editing—CRISPR technology.

HARAWAY The ideology of genetic determinism is not dead, but it’s not 
good science. It’s linked to commercialization so you can sell 
products and do drug development. For drugs to work, the rela-
tional complexity of the cell must be addressed. For instance, 
for cancer, where cancer is reconceived as essentially an evo-
lutionary ecological developmental system, you track the way 
cancer cells evolve in the course of the history of the disease 
and you try to look for the different branch points where you 
might enter or intervene or disable an evolutionary line that has 
become prominent. It’s a whole different conceptual problem—
the informatics aspect which I begin to discuss in the Manifesto 
is even more important here. It has become a giant specialization.

GOODEVE Is big data another word for informatics?

HARAWAY Partly; informatics is more than big data—it’s what do we do 
with big data. How do we organize and store data and what 
are the implications of those choices? Informatics is that set of 
scientific and research practices, the ongoing labor practices, the 
tools and models, that gather, make, and do information. We all 
live it now because we all know and accept we are made into data 
points on the internet.

GOODEVE The gene chapter is a good example of “saying everything before 
you say anything” because before we get to a discussion of the 
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gene you take us through a critique of technologies of vision and 
perspectivism,51 which also takes us to the history of cartography 
which, “is perhaps the chief tool-metaphor of technoscience.”52 And 
all of this is because you set up the chapter discussing the Maxis 
Corporation games: SimAnt, SimEarth, SimCity, SimCity2000, and 
SimLife because they “are all map-making games based on com-
puter software.”53 !!!! But the discussion is really a discussion of gene 
fetishism because in order to discuss gene mapping you also take 
us through a history of fetishism in Marx and Freud!

HARAWAY Really fetishism is about misreading, about interesting ‘mistakes’— 
really denials—where a fixed thing substitutes for the doings of 
a power.

GOODEVE You discuss how models can become fetishes in psychoanalytic, 
scientific, and economic senses.54 Is it an example of Whitehead’s 
fallacy of misplaced concreteness?

HARAWAY Yes, in the sense that when we fetishize something like the gene 
we are forgetting the tropic quality of all knowledge, which leads 
to mistaking the abstraction for the thing.55

GOODEVE You say it quite directly when you say, “The perspectivism in 
the history of cartography and the metaphysics in the history of 
Western categories of definite objects with quantifiable prop-
erties are both ‘naturalized’ and ‘rationalized’—literally—to be 
free of tropes.”56 We spoke briefly about figuration previously 
but I want to discuss how early your interest in language and 
semiotics was. Your first book, based on your dissertation under 
G. Evelyn Hutchinson at Yale, Crystals, Fields, and Fabrics (1976) is 
essential to understanding your work.

HARAWAY Crystals, Fabrics, and Fields was my passage point, my bridge, 
my transition between biology and whatever it is that I have 
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ended up doing. But the truth is, all of my work grows out of a 
love of biology, always the critters, whether they were cells or 
coral reefs or genes or dogs, always the bio-things were what got 
my heart. I was really bored by other scientific objects that others 
were enthralled by, like inclined planes or quarks or whatever 
(laugh). So, I think from graduate school through Staying With the 
Trouble, the combination of philosophy, art, literature, and biology, 
and a fourth thread, or one that is part of all three, activisms are 
what formed me. But my initial interest was in evolution and 
development where time is essential, as in biology and aesthetics, 
where form is an active, temporal matter.

GOODEVE Yes, aesthetics is fundamental to your work on the history of 
biology because you say both are about the evolution of form. In 
Crystals, Fabrics, and Fields you were using Thomas Kuhn’s notion 
of paradigm shift from The Structure of Scientific Revolutions (1962). 
A paradigm is the extended metaphor of a moment and your 
book was about noting and analyzing the shift from mechanistic 
metaphors to organic.

HARAWAY Yes, it was an anti-mechanistic argument. I used some key 
embryologists and discussed the way their metaphors such as 
crystals, fabrics, fields shaped their thought and experimental 
practice. Although I read Foucault later, my interest in the 70s 
was Kuhn’s notion of how scientific paradigms shape what you 
can know. I was deeply interested in the way metaphors fun-
damentally shaped the relationality between the critter and the 
knower. Later, I wrote about Harry Harlow in Primate Visions, in 
the chapter “Metaphors Into Hardware” where Harlow does the 
same thing in the sense that the critters become built metaphors, 
literally. They are ugly, even sadistic metaphors in Harlow’s hands, 
not so in the hands of a Paul Weiss or Joseph Needham or Ross 
Harrison.

GOODEVE It is in Crystals, Fabrics, and Fields where you first explore the intimate 
relation of the biological and the tropic. “How [do] we learn inside  
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the laboratory and all of its extended networks that there is no cat-
egory independent of narrative, trope, and technique?” 57 In fact, 
I was stunned when I realized “trope” is the name of a biological 
process in biology. It means, “the turning of all or part of an organ-
ism in a particular direction in response to an external stimulus.”

HARAWAY That was a deliberate resonance for me.

GOODEVE It’s been important for me to learn how your reliance on linguis-
tic, even semiotic models of analysis emerged from biology rather 
than literary theory.

HARAWAY I was encouraged by a major theoretical ecologist. G. Evelyn 
Hutchinson was a world-famous theoretical population biologist 
and ecologist. It’s what he’s known for. But he was spending his 
summer studying Italian illuminated manuscripts for the natural 
history drawings. It fed his sense of the exuberance and beauty of 
natural kinds. It’s in his lab that we were reading Goethe and Vir-
ginia Woolf and Simone Weil. Out of his lab grew a lot of groups 
where we would meet over cookies and coffee and tea and were 
as likely to be reading literature or philosophy as to be reading a 
paper in ecology or molecular biology.

GOODEVE It reveals the parochialism of the humanities, what C.P. Snow 
called the problem of two cultures. We in the humanities were 
not studying biology but you in biology were reading Goethe 
and Coleridge. Semiotics was the radical tool of my genera-
tion. When I “got” it—a night of staying up until dawn reading 
Barthes’ Mythologies in one gulp—it was like a lightning bolt. 
I remember thinking “This is a survival tool,”—a way of tak-
ing control. Semiotics is not taught as much as it was then (it’s 
kind of assumed) but linguistics and semiotics are fundamental to 
Modest_Witness in content and in structure, beginning with Eric 
Auerbach’s magnificent Mimesis, a big book which was also very 
influential on me.
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HARAWAY I wish I could say that the trans-disciplinary reading we did in 
Evelyn Hutchinson’s lab was normal in biology departments, but 
alas it was and is not! But it’s important to note that the semi-
otics that attracted me was never the semiotics of Barthes. My 
interest has always been in embodied form not Platonic form. 
And embodied form is always kinetic, perceptual, ongoing, never 
finished. In other words, the form is always in the making. 
I harbored some resistance to the semiotics of Saussure, and the 
Russian formalism of Jacobson and then onto Barthes. I come 
out of the American pragmatists school which is the kind of 
semiotics that worked its way into biology early on. There is a 
whole chapter in Primate Visions called “Signs of Dominance.” 
It is the elaboration of the way Peircean semiotics was used as a 
field work methodology in the 1930s.

GOODEVE Let’s talk about methodology. I was amused by the entry on you 
in Wikipedia that states the criticism of your work is that you are 
“methodologically confused.”

HARAWAY Which is true. (laughs)

GOODEVE But it’s not true. Methodology is all over Modest_Witness. You say 
directly, “making connections is itself a methodology”58 
and you invoke hypertext as a methodology59 although hypertext 
is another example of a word we don’t use anymore; hyperlinks 
have become “nature” for us now.

HARAWAY Right, no one bothers to say, “hypertext,” it’s assumed. But Mod-
est_Witness is a book that cries out for online publication with 
all of the flexibility embedded as links. But I wouldn’t want to 
lose the paper book. I think it’s very important to study meth-
odological resources and practices of argumentation. It’s import-
ant to study logic, to study the difference between rhetoric 
and semiotics, and so on. So, I do take method rather seriously, 
although I am latitudinarian, meaning I’m pretty inclusive in the 
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methodological approaches I engage. I have learned enough to 
do something well enough to address the things I’m interested in. 
Sometimes that isn’t good enough.

GOODEVE I think that’s called being interdisciplinary! One thing Mod-
est_Witness offers is reading protocols. In the way semiotics was 
a tool for unpacking and comprehending all the sign systems 
my generation was swimming in (image, fashion, advertising, 
etc), you take “the figures that run riot throughout the domi-
nant domains of technoscience”60 and unpack them. It is also 
important when you say you are “less committed to representing 
technoscience . . . than to articulating clusters of processes, 
subjects, objects, meanings, and commitments.”61 Could 
we characterize the methodology of Modest-Witness as SF?

HARAWAY Oh, not even in a way. SF is a methodological proposal, 
a proposal of a cognitive technology. It’s a toolkit for thinking, 
feeling, storying, relating, to be taken up, used, modified, offered, 
shared, whatever.

GOODEVE It’s linked to your introduction of “cat’s cradle” which you first 
discussed in the article you published in 1994 around the same 
time you were writing Modest_Witness. The book ends with cat’s 
cradle as the SF methodology: “Cat’s cradle invites a sense of 
collective work, of one person not being able to make all the pat-
terns alone.” “One does not win at cat’s cradle; the goal is more 
interesting and more open-ended then that.”62

HARAWAY  Yes, but I stopped saying cat’s cradle and started saying string 
figures precisely because it was an SF term like science fiction, 
string figures, and cat’s cradle doesn’t fit that. And “cat’s cradle” 
is only an American term. In a piece of linguistic good luck the 
French use soin des ficelles so it’s an SF term. Cat’s cradle is a seri-
ous game that many different people in many different places in 
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the world invented and play. ‘SF’ is relentlessly a relational prac-
tice rather than a thing. It’s a writing practice, a gaming;63 it’s 
a speculative fabulational practice, a performance, and it always 
involves many players. It’s collective making-with.

GOODEVE It’s a universal practice?

HARAWAY Well, it’s a widespread practice. It’s precisely not universal, in 
the sense that universal means, universal man, as if it were the 
same everywhere, or the same with variations. It’s precisely not 
the same with variations. It’s a widespread dispersed set of pat-
ternings that relate to each other like Venn diagrams. Sometimes 
you can see how cultures have traded parts of this game with 
each other, or travelers have taught it to others. The reason I use 
the tern na’atl’o when I’m talking about Navajo string-figuring 
in Staying With the Trouble, and point out that it’s not the same 
thing as cat’s cradle, is because na’atl’o is continuous weaving, a 
cosmic performance. It’s still a game taught to children but it’s 
a game that teaches right relations of living for the People, the 
Diné; it teaches them cosmology,

GOODEVE I love the way you slip SF in as a critique by taking on the con-
ventions of genre writing when you say, “Once upon a time, 
in another closely related, ethnospecific narrative field called 
Western philosophy . . .”64 Instead of stating didactically, Western 
philosophy is a construction blah dee blah you situate us in the 
story. It’s a form of writing theoretical arguments within the con-
ventions of myth which you started in the “blasphemous myth” 
of “A Cyborg Manifesto.” And in Staying With the Trouble you end 
with your Camille stories.

HARAWAY Which is a fabulation. The Camille stories are a speculative fab-
ulation and take up the left’s inability to confront the unimag-
inable multi-billions of human beings, industrial food animals, 
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and companion pets that are populating the planet. There were 
1 billion people on the planet in 1900, 3 billion people when 
I was born mid-century, today there are 7.5 billion, and by the 
end of the 21st century there will be more than 11 billion.65 
The subject is forbidden, no matter how carefully introduced; 
it has been ceded to the right and to development professionals. 
To insist that seriously facing the burden of human numbers—
associated with vast numbers of technoscientific microbes, plants 
and animals in petro-extractionist complexes that drive forced 
life and excess death of humans and nonhumans alike, especially 
since the 1950s—is not racist; but shutting up out of terror of the 
issue might well be. Fear of getting things wrong certainly does 
not serve reproductive justice, even in human exceptionalist 
terms, much less in terms of multispecies reproductive justice. 
I think failing to think together anew is a scandal, a collective 
failure of courage. For good and bad reasons, population is the 
third rail of left political discourse.

GOODEVE In Chapter 5: FETUS: The Virtual Speculum and the New 
World Order, you spend a great deal of time on the “sibling seed 
worlds of the fetus and the Earth.” Like the gene chapter, a great 
deal of work is put into unpacking the Western ideology embed-
ded in the visualizing techniques of the time of the “biomedical 
public fetus” (the 1965 Life Magazine Nilsson photos of extra-
uterine abortuses) and the NASA photos of planet Earth. But the 
chapter is about the complexity of reproductive justice—a topic 
as relevant and critical today as it was in the 80s and 90s.

HARAWAY The term reproductive justice came from African American 
women thinkers and activists in 1994. The fetus chapter is the 
first time I wrote directly about feminist reproductive issues.

GOODEVE Which is surprising.

HARAWAY Why?
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GOODEVE Well, you were writing about embryology as a grad student and 
were a feminist formed by the debates of the 70s.

HARAWAY Embryology, yes, which was my fascination with the devel-
opment of forms, but not reproductive rights. I was consider-
ably more interested in tunicates—rather than studying human 
embryos.

GOODEVE But your politics as a feminist?

HARAWAY It took me a while to be a pro-choice feminist.

GOODEVE Really?!

HARAWAY It was not an easy decision ever because it is killing.

GOODEVE !?!?!

HARAWAY What I mean is, abortion was not an automatic cause for me 
because the “I’m just killing tissue” argument is worse than prob-
lematic. I had to come to a place of accepting even the goodness 
of killing, perhaps even the relational obligation. And where does 
the responsibility lie? It’s got to be with the person who bears the 
child, who knows the consequences of the child in a way nobody 
else does. Whether you give the child up, raise the child, or kill 
the child. Women’s relational autonomy and response-ability were 
what decided the issue for me. I was in marches and demonstra-
tions for that from the early 1970s. I was in alliance with others 
for whom it was a fundamental issue. But in Modest_Witness, the 
questions are about something else. I took on the fetus in a differ-
ent way, as one of those imploded words, like the cyborg.
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GOODEVE And when it comes to reproductive justice there are many con-
siderations of the fetus.

HARAWAY Yes, also to the disappeared fetuses. The dead fetus, the dead chil-
dren, which are about reproductive injustice and systematic vio-
lence, systematic blasting of the conditions for bringing children 
to maturity in safety and health. The phrase “reproductive jus-
tice” emerged in 1994 from a Black women’s collective.66 Black 
and brown women and poor women especially cannot raise their 
children to adulthood in health and safety. So, consider what must 
count as reproductive technology—housing, travel, education— 
those are all reproductive technologies. It’s about robust choice, 
serious pro-vitality for women as well as children and commu-
nities. Of course, a good abortion clinic is essential but the best 
abortion clinic in the world doesn’t offer the conditions of repro-
ductive justice. #Blacklivesmatter is about generations, about 
reproductive justice in the deepest sense.

GOODEVE I started reading Nancy Scheper-Hughes book Death Without 
Weeping: The Violence of Everyday Life in Brazil (Berkeley, 1993) 
which you discuss.

HARAWAY Isn’t that a powerful study! When she observed all those little girls 
whose dolls were all giving birth by Cesareans. And the babies 
who die and the fathers who give the gift of Nestlé’s milk, that 
fatherhood itself is constituted by who gives the Nestlé’s milk. 
You have to remember I was writing in the period of the activ-
ism of the Nestlé boycott.67

GOODEVE Which brings us to perhaps your most powerful chapter in the 
book and a good place for us to end, the chapter on race. You 
situate race as “the fracturing trauma in the body politic.” To use 
the language of the moment, you have always written from an 
intersectional perspective. Your opening is as relevant today as it 
was then, so I am going to quote it at length:
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 As a middle-class, professional, white woman in the United States 
who is riveted by fascination with the fungal web of nature, 
nation, sex, race, and blood in U.S. history, I write behind a dis-
avowel, an incantation, an alibi, a tic or symptom. Behind a list 
of qualifying adjectives—white, Christian, apostate, professional, 
childless, middle class, middle aged, biologist, cultural theorist, 
historian, U.S. citizen, late-twentieth century female—I write 
about the universal, that is about the ‘human.’ The human is the 
category that makes a luminous promise to transcend the rending 
trauma of the particular, especially that particular nothing and 
haint called race. Like all symptoms, my neurotic listing makes a 
false promise to protect me from category confusion, from the 
irrational fear that drives the tic, from corruption.68

HARAWAY Unfortunately, it’s every bit as true now, with perhaps deeper 
awareness of the erasures of all things and beings Indigenous.

GOODEVE The chapter is about the Human Diversity Project in 1991 and 
the way the organizers did not involve members of the com-
munities who were studied, which is the same problem as the 
Tuskegee syphilis project from 1932–72, or the way the “father 
of modern gynecology,” Dr. J. Marion Sims, a slave owner, exper-
imented on slave women without anesthesia, or the current story 
of Henrietta Lacks and her family. As you put it, “the general 
issue was the question of the agency of people who did not con-
sider themselves a biodiversity resource.”69

HARAWAY Yes, in terms of the 1993 UN Human Rights Conference scan-
dal around bio-piracy, the question was and still is how should 
the many discourses in play within and between people like the 
Guaymi of Panama and the Population Geneticists of California 
be articulated with each other in a power-sensitive way?70 This 
is an ethical question, but it is much more than that. It is a 
question about what may count as modern knowledge and who 
will count as producers of knowledge. Whose relational ontolo-
gies, whose worldings, shape what matters? In other words, it goes 
straight back to the discussion of The Leviathan and the Air Pump.
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GOODEVE You argue that the 1955 MOMA exhibition The Family of 
Man was rooted in population discourse.

HARAWAY Modest Witness examines the Family of Man MoMA and the 
SIMEVE of the Time Magazine cover which is a kind of neo- 
liberalization of Family of Man, a kind of add-and-stir and mix 
it all together. When you’re talking about gene frequency differ-
ences within populations rather than racial inferiority or tribe, 
population is a really crucial term. Post-WWII liberal discourse 
needed the object of population to address racism, but it always 
did it inadequately. Perhaps I draw the distinction between race 
and population way too sharply in Modest_Witness. If I were 
redoing this I would emphasize the ongoing continuities—and 
I would use Jenny Reardon’s work specifically, as well as Michelle 
Murphy’s—to argue the ways that racial discourse continues in 
population discourse. But “population” is also a popular object. 
People talk about populations, they talk about demography. An 
aspect of population economizing life, life insurance statistics 
depends on analysis of populations. But it’s critical: you can’t do 
evolutionary biology or ecology without populations.

GOODEVE I began our discussion quoting my favorite passage in Mod-
est_Witness about models of connection and solidarity rooted in 
relationships other than the nuclear family. In the twenty-plus 
years since the book was published, mainstream culture has 
become more accepting of LBGTQ families, the shift in demo-
graphics of the single women are high,71 the notion of the pet, or 
companion animal, as a member of the household is now part of 
the evacuation protocols of FEMA, and so on. As you say, “Who 
are my kin in this odd world of promising monsters, vampires, 
surrogates, living tools and aliens.”72 A crucial kin in the mak-
ing of Modest_Witness is the artist Lynn Randolph. You use her 
paintings as chapter introductions and write mini essays on spe-
cific works, like Diffraction, 1992. Diffraction is a concept you 
introduce for “another kind of critical consciousness,” one whose 
metaphysics is not based in metaphors of reflection of the same 
but metaphors of difference and diffraction. I’m curious, how did 
you meet Randolph and come to use her work? It interests me 
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because your work has come to be so important to artists and in 
the art world.

HARWAY It was a conversation between the two of us, set off specifically 
by her painting of the Cyborg, and then later of OncoMouse™ 
From the first, her work moved me deeply—intellectually, visu-
ally, and emotionally.

GOODEVE Had she read your work and then sent you the image?

HARAWAY Randolph’s Cyborg was painted when she was resident at the 
Bunting Institute, now called the Radcliffe Institute, for a year in 
1989. Lynn told me she painted it in the context of the seminar 
where they were reading the “Cyborg Manifesto.”

GOODEVE You call what you do “cyborg surrealism” in response to her 
description of her work as “metaphoric realism.”

HARAWAY I have always found her “metaphoric realism” powerful, and 
deeply connected to my own ways of working and perceiving. 
Lynn was working in direct opposition to Western modernist 
and masculine power in her domain of visual art. At the level 
of thematics and visuality, Randolph’s paintings are perfect for 
this book. They are all highly narrative and embedded in cyborg 
worlds. For instance, the painting you mention, A Diffraction 
shows a young Latina woman diffracted through a grid. It’s not 
reflection at all; it’s diffraction; it’s the material semiotics of conse-
quential difference.73 Her figures are deeply embedded in Latino 
culture. She’s a Texas-Mexico border artist, and she is influenced 
by the Retablo practices of Mexican art, Latino broadly, but spe-
cifically Mexican. That’s important in terms of looking at her 
work. She’s resisting the notion that the only sophisticated artist 
is an abstract artist. And I’m exaggerating a little bit, but Lynn 
was regularly told that her art was insufficiently sophisticated 
because she’s using these realist and narrative conventions. The 
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sexism of that is obvious. But, the point is, Modest_Witness@Sec-
ond_Millennium is a thick collaboration between Lynn and me in 
the register of metaphoric realism, the materiality of trope, the 
semiotic materiality of worlding. Add to all that the unapologetic 
commitment to women in her work, and I am hooked.

GOODEVE Since we’re talking about diffraction, did Karen Barad pick up the 
use of it as a feminist epistemological model in her recent essay 
from 2014, “Diffracting Diffraction: Cutting Together-Apart” 
from you?74

HARAWAY Partly, but also from herself, from physics, and much earlier 
than 2014. She ended up developing diffraction with a depth 
and precision that was further and deeper than mine. But in the 
beginning, I think Karen was pushed to look at diffraction in 
significant part because I was using diffraction in the way I use 
it in this book, as a material semiotic enactment, not an illustra-
tion. And then she ran with it. There’s a lot of relationally entan-
gled collaborative joint and independent work here—in Karen’s 
terms, intra-action.

GOODEVE That is another word that goes back to the central notion of 
coevolution or co-constitution we began with. Speaking of 
words that are about bringing together and relationality, we don’t 
use the word multiculturalism, which is used in Modest_Witness 
to discuss SIMEVE, anymore.

HARAWAY Multiculturalism is now an insult. A kind of neoliberaliza-
tion of the Family of Man.

 It’s a kind of add-and-stir and mix it all together. It’s what the 
liberals do when they want to really avoid the trouble of race. At 
least that’s the accusation. I don’t think it’s entirely fair.
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GOODEVE What do we call it instead now?

HARAWAY Idioms for unity right now are impoverished. Really impover-
ished. They all involve oppressions and exclusions, like immedi-
ately repudiating “Black Lives Matter” with “All Lives Matter.” 
That simply repeats the violence of racism. After WWII the 
UNESCO statements on universal man, which deliberately were 
meant to address the fascist doctrine of racial difference, relied 
on the notion of gene frequencies and populations. As we talked 
about briefly above, the pressure of human numbers weighs on 
me, in its complex distributions and extreme inequalities of 
effects and causes. The slogan “Make Kin Not Babies” derives 
from a standing-room only panel that Adele Clarke and I orga-
nized at the 2015 meetings of the Society for Social Studies 
of Science, was followed in 2018 by Making Kin Not Population, 
with Kim TallBear, Michelle Murphy, Ruha Benjamin, and Chia 
Ling Wu and her former student, Yu Ling Huang. We are not all 
in agreement, but we are, in Angela Davis’s idiom, in generative 
conflict and collaboration in overlapping but non-identical 
idioms and histories. I wrote about “Universal Man” walking 
out of the UNESCO building in the chapter on race; that man 
depended on the discourse of populations rather than races. The 
European who walks out of the EU building today is deeply 
indebted to the same liberal discourse of the United Nations’ 
and of UNESCO’s statements on race. And the right-wing never 
accommodated either to the European man or the UNESCO 
man. They were never committed to this version of human unity. 
The good part of what they’re committed to is place—love of 
here, not everywhere. Care for here, not everywhere. But this 
kind of love of place succumbs to frank racism very easily—fear 
of the stranger, the one thought to be out of place, the alien, the 
immigrant, the Indigenous. Populationist thinking was supposed 
to counter that, but could not because of its own unexamined 
assumptions and practices. My current work continues to probe 
the necessity of making kin non-biogenetically, making oddkin 
for multispecies environmental justice.


