Cyborgs at Large:
Interview with Donna Haraway
CONSTANCE PENLEY AND ANDREW ROSS

Andrew Ross: Many people from different audiences and disciplines
to your work through "A Manifesto for Cyborgs," which has becom

cult text since its appearance in Socialist Review in 1985. For th

readers, who include ourselves, the recent publication of Primate V
and the forthcoming Simians, Cyborgs, and Women provides the opp
nity to see how your work as a historian of science was always mor
less directly concerned with many of the questions about nature, c
and technology that you gave an especially inspirational spin to
Cyborg Manifesto. So we'd like to begin with a more general discus
of your radical critiques of the institutions of science. Although you
now speak of having been a historian of science, almost in the past t
as it were, it's also clear that you have many more than vestigial loy
to the goals of scientific rationality - among which being the need

you put it, in a phrase that goes out of its way to flirt with empiricism,

need for a "no-nonsense commitment" to faithful accounts of re

Surely there is more involved here than a lingering devotion to the
of your professional training?
Donna Haraway: You've got your finger right on the heart of the an
- some of the anxiety and some of the pleasure in the kind of polit
writing that I'm trying to do. It seems to me that the practices of
sciences - the sciences as cultural production - force one to accept t
simultaneous, apparently incompatible truths. One is the historical
tingency of what counts as nature for us: the thoroughgoing artifact
of a scientific object of knowledge, that which makes it inescapably
radically contingent. You peel away all the layers of the onion and th
nothing in the center.
And simultaneously, scientific discourses, without ever ceasing to
radically and historically specific, do still make claims on you, ethi

physically. The objects of these discourses, the discourses thems

have a kind of materiality; they have a sort of reality to them tha

inescapable. No scientific account escapes being story-laden, but
equally true that stories are not all equal here. Radical relativism

won't do as a way of finding your way across and through these ter
There are political consequences to scientific accounts of the world,
I remain, in some ways, an old-fashioned Russian nihilist. My heroe

8
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the women who set off to get agronomy a

the 1860s, and then went back to serve

Russia with their scientific skills. A lot of
science for the people, and thus in the be

modes of knowledge have been radically

counts of the world that can check arbitra
the world ought to be in the service of che
that simultaneously with an understanding
pline of the history of science, that the sc
They are specific historical and culture productions. So, I felt like a
political actor and scholar trying to hold those two things together when
the disciplines, as well as social movements, want to pull them apart.
AR: So there remains a sense of responsibility to provide reliable knowledge about the world. In your new book, you push this responsibility to
what might appear, to some, to be rather bizarre lengths. At one point, you

say that to have a better account of the world - the laudable goal of
science after all...

DH: Yes, which one always says with a nervous laugh...
AR: To have that better account of the world, you propose that we ought
to be able to see the world and its objects as agents to the extent that we
ought to be aware of what you call "the world's independent sense of

humor." We're curious about this phrase, and were wondering if you

could give us a more concrete example of the world's "sense of humor"?
DH: Someone asked if I meant the earthquake (laughter). Well obviously
what's going on there is some kind of play with metaphors. In this respect,
I'm most influenced by Bruno Latour's actor-network theory which argues that in a sociological account of science all sorts of things are actors,
only some of which are human language-bearing actors, and that you have
to include, as sociological actors, all kinds of heterogeneous entities. I'm
aware that it's a risky business, but this imperative helps to breaks down
the notion that only the language-bearing actors have a kind of agency.

Perhaps only these organized by language are subjects, but agents are

more heterogenous. Not all the actors have language. And so that presents
a contradiction in terms because our notions of agency, action and subjec-

tivity are all about language. So you're faced with the contradictory

project of finding the metaphors that allow you to imagine a knowledge
situation that does not set up an active/passive split, an Aristotelian split
of the world as the ground for the construction of the agent; nor an
essentially Platonist resolution of that, through one or another essentialist
move. One has to look for a system of figures to describe an encounter in
knowledge that refuses the active/passive binary which is overwhelmingly the discursive tradition that Western folks have inherited. So you go
for metaphors like the coyote, or trickster figure. You go for odd pronouns, which encourage an acknowledgement that the relationship be-
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worlds. It's always important to keep the tension of the fiction

foregrounded, so that you don't end up making a kind of animist or
pantheist claim.
There's also the problem, of course, of having inherited a particular set
of descriptive technologies as a Eurocentric and Euro-American person.
How do I then act the bricoleur that we've all learned to be in various

ways, without being a colonizer; picking up a trickster figure, for ex

ple, out of Native American stories? How do you avoid the cultu

imperialism, or the orientalizing move of sidestepping your own desc
tive technologies and bringing in something to solve your problems?
do you keep foregrounded the ironic and iffy things you're doing and
do them seriously. Folks get mad because you can't be pinned down, f
get mad at me for not finally saying what the bottom line is on th
things: they say, well do you or don't you believe that non-human ac
are in some sense social agents? One reply that makes sense to me is
subjects are cyborg, nature is coyote, and the geography is elsewhere
AR: It seems that you are increasingly, in your work, sympathetic to
textualist or constructionist positions, but it's clear also that you re
the very easy path of radical constructionism, which sees all scienti
claims about the object world as merely persuasive rhetoric, either w
or strong depending on their institutional success in claiming legitim
for themselves. Your view seems to be: that way lies madness...

DH: Or that way lies cynicism, or that way lies the impossibility
politics. That's what worries me.
AR: And your way of retaining political sanity is?

DH: Politics rests on the possibility of a shared world. Flat out. Polit

rests on the possibility of being accountable to each other, in so

non-voluntaristic "I feel like it today" way. It rests on some sense of
way that you come into the historical world encrusted with barnacl
Metaphorically speaking, I imagine a historical person as being some
like a hermit crab that's encrusted with barnacles. And I see myself

everybody else as sort of switching shells as we grow. (laughter)

every shell we pick up has its histories, and you certainly don't cho
those histories - this is Marx's point about making history but not
way you choose. You have to account for the encrustations and the
inertias, just as you have to remain accountable to each other through
learning how to remember, if you will, which barnacles you're carrying.
To me, that is a fairly straightforward way of avoiding cynical relativism
while still holding on, again, to contingency.
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Constance Penley: In an essay on the histo
argue that one of the unfortunate results
of feminist constructionists is that biolo

"sex" side of the sex/gender split) has b
investigation, where it really ought to h
active site for contesting definitions of "n
directly. We can see where a sustained in
for revealing historical and ideological links within science between
"nature" and "femininity," but we'd like you to say what role you see
biology playing in the future "reinvention of nature."
DH: This is actually very close to my heart, because there's that cryptobiologist lurking under the culture critic. The simplest way to approach
that question is by remembering that biology is not the body itself, but a
discourse. When you say that my biology is such-and-such - or, I am a
biological female and so therefore I have the following physiological
structure - it sounds like you're talking about the thing itself. But, if we

are committed to remembering that biology is a logos, is literally a
gathering into knowledge, we are not fooled into giving up the contestation for the discourse. I subscribe to the claim of Foucault and others that

biopolitical modes of fields of power are those which determine what
counts in public life, what counts as a citizen and so on. We cannot escape
the salience of the biological discourses for determining life chances in
the world - who's going to live and die, things like that, who's going to
be a citizen and who's not. So not only do we literally have to contest for
the biological discourses, there's also tremendous pleasure in doing that,
and to do that you've got to understand how those discourses are enabled
and constrained, what their modes of practice are. We've got to learn how
to make alliances with people who practice in those terrains, and not play
reductive moves with each other. We can't afford the versions of the

"one-dimensional-man" critique of technological rationality, which is
say, we can't turn scientific discourses into the Other, and make them i
the enemy, while still contesting what nature will be for us. We have
engage in those terms of practice, and resist the temptation to remai
pure. You do that as a finite person, who can't practice biology witho
assuming responsibility for encrusted barnacles, such as the centrality
biology to the construction of the raced and sexed bodies. You've got
contest for the discourse from within, building connections to other c
stituencies. This is a collective process, and we can't do it solely as criti
from the outside. Gayatri Spivak's image of a shuttle, moving betwee
inside and outside, dislocating each term in order to open up new pos
bilities, is helpful.

CP: Well, this brings us to the role of the Cyborg Manifesto in th

"reinvention of nature." One of the most striking effects of the Cybo
Manifesto was to announce the bankruptcy of an idea of nature as re
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a techno-strategic discourse within a heavily militarized technology.
Technology has determined what counts as our own bodies in crucial
ways - for example, the way molecular biology had developed. According to the Human Genome Project, for example, we become a particular
kind of text which can be reduced to code fragments banked in transnational data storage systems and redistributed in all sorts of ways that
fundamentally affect reproduction and labor and life chances and so on.
At an extremely deep level, nature for us has been reconstructed in the
belly of a heavily militarized, communications-system based technoscience in its late capitalist and imperialist forms. How can one imagine
contesting for nature from that position? Is there anything other than a
despairing location? And, in some perverse sense which, I think, comes
from the masochism I learned as a Catholic, there's always the desire to
want to work from the most dangerous place, to not locate oneself outside
but inside the belly of the monster.(laughter)
It's not that I think folks who are doing other kinds of work more

directly oppositional, more critical of technological discourse, aren't
doing important work, I think they often are. But I want myself and lots
of other people to be inside the belly of the monster, trying to figure out
what forms of contestation for nature can exist there. I think that's

different from reproducing the cultural appropriation of nature, red
nature yet again to a source redefined culturally. Without the nature
ture split, how can nature be reinvented, how can you make those m
In my more recent work, for example, on the discourse of immune
tems, that means discovering extraordinarily rich resources for avoi
the narrative of the invaded self, the defended, walled city invaded b

infecting Other. These discourses have the potential for telling v

different stories about relationality, connection and disconnection in
world. We need to ask how those kinds of extant languages, practic
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resources in immunology could become m
tices of medicine.

AR: We'd like to try and clear up some of the more obvious misreadings
that no doubt have been attached to your notion of the cyborg.
DH: (laughs) Yes, let's.
AR: It seems clear that there are good cyborgs and there are bad cyborgs,
and that the cyborg itself is a contested location. The cyborgs dreamed up
by the Artificial Intelligence boys, for example, tend to be technofascist
celebrations of invulnerability, whereas your feminist cyborgs seem to be
more semi-permeable constructio* , hybrid, almost makeshift attempts at
counterrationality. How do you prevent, or how do you think about ways
of preventing, cyborgism from being a myth that can swing both ways,
especially when the picture of cyborg social relations that you present is
so fractured and volatile and bereft of secure guarantees?

DH: Well, I guess I just think it is bereft of secure guarantees. And to
some degree, it's a refusal to give away the game, even though we're not
entering it on unequal terms. It is entirely possible, even likely, that
people who want to make cyborg social realities and images to be more
contested places - where people have different kinds of say about the

shape of their lives - will lose, and are losing all over the world. One
would be a fool, I think, to ignore that. However, that doesn't mean we
have to give away the game, cash in our chips and go home. I think that
those are the places where we need to keep contesting. It's like refusing
to give away the notion of democracy to the right wing in the United
States. It's like refusing to leave in the hands of hostile social formations
tools that we need for reinventing our own lives. So I'm not, in fact, all
that sanguine. But, a) I don't think I have a lot of choice, and I know we
lose if we give up. And b) I know that there's a lot going on in technoscience discourses and practices that's not about the devil, that's a source of
remarkable pleasure, that promises interesting kinds of human relationships, not just contestatory, not always oppositional, but something often
more creative and playful and positive than that. And I want myself and
others to learn how to describe those possibilities. And c) even technoscience worlds are full of resources for contesting inequality and arbitrary
authority.

CP: Your image of the cyborg paradoxically both describes what you see
as a new, actually existing, hybrid subjectivity and offers a polemical,
utopian vision of what that new subjectivity ought to be or will be. In
other words it's something actually existing now but also an image...
DH: A possible world.
CP: A possible world. But our question is really not about the paradox,
because we think the paradox is a suggestive and productive one. Most
utopian schemes hover somewhere in between the present and the future,
attempting to figure the future as the present, the present as the future.
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CP: When I read Primate Visions I have to say that it really gave me a
much stronger sense of why it was so important for you to come up w
a creature that wasn't about Oedipal subjectivity...
DH: Yes, which isn't quite the same thing as coming up with a creatur
without an unconscious. As a strategic and emotional matter, I really
hostile to the Oedipal accounts and their mutants - not because I don'
recognize their power but because I am too convinced of their pow
Again, it's the problem of being in the belly of the monster and lookin
for another story to tell, say, about some kind of creature with an unc
scious that can nonetheless produce the unexpected, that can trip you,
trick you. Can you come up with an unconscious that escapes the famil
narratives; or that exceeds the familial narratives; or that poses the fam

ial narratives as local stories, while recognizing that there are oth

histories to be told about the structuring of the unconscious, both on
personal and collective levels. The figures that we've used to structur
our accounts of the unconscious so far are much too conservative, much

too heterosexist, much too familial, much too exclusive. Much too re-

stricted, also, to a particular moment in the acquisition of language; I
think there are many kinds of acquisition of language throughout life;
coming into history in different ways that isn't the same thing as coming
into the familial. This all sounds very utopian, but I end up wanting a
psychoanalytic practice - which I don't do myself - that recognizes the
very local and partial quality of the Oedipal stories. Instead I see them
cannibalizing too much of what counts as theoretical discourse. They're

very powerful cannibalizers because they're very good stories. And I
know in my heart that by analogy, I could have remained a Roman
Catholic and thought anything I wanted to think if I was willing to put
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enough work into it, because these univers
they really can accommodate anything at al
there isn't another set of stories you need

unconscious. One that does a better job ac

history. It's true that the '85 cyborg is a litt
of an unconscious.

CP: Well, it doesn't have the unconscious of the Oedipal stories because
you've removed that. But, perhaps too it doesn't have that which in the

unconscious resists...

DH: and that's a bigger problem...
CP: precisely the imposition of those Oedipal narratives...

DH: In some ways, I tried to address this in my notion of "situated

knowledge" which, with the Coyote, brings in another set of story cycl
where there is a resistance and a trickster, producing the opposite of something other than - what you thought you meant. Some kind of ope
ator that tricks you, which is what I suppose the unconscious does...

CP: Maybe a trickster cyborg!
DH: Something like that.
CP: Along the same lines, we were especially wondering if your wish t
construct a "myth" or model that makes an end-run around Oedipal
subjectivity and the unconscious is in fact the best one for ensuring that
socialist-feminism take into account the mechanisms of racism - which

is one of the most important aspects of your project. You look to t
fiction of black science fiction writer Octavia Butler to give us "some
other order of difference...that could never be born in the Oedipal fami
narrative." This new order of difference - and these are your words "about miscegenation, not reproduction of the One," because Butler's
characters interbreed and create new gene pools across not only race but
species. In other words, cyborg subjectivity will be hybridized, mixed,
and plural...
DH: What you never have with Butler is the original story. You never
have the primal scene. You always have the chimeric...
CP: Right. So you end up with a subjectivity that's hybridized, mixed, and
plural, rather than split.

DH: That's exactly right.
CP: But doesn't something get lost in our understanding of the dynamics

of racism when we eliminate the split subject? If we no longer have a
subject of the unconscious, this makes it difficult if not impossible to give
an account of psychical mechanisms like displacement, projection, fetishism, which writers like Frantz Fanon or Homi Bhabha would consider

crucial terms for being able to explain the dynamic of the psychic struc-

ture of racism.

DH: I believe it is correct that you can't work without a conception of
splitting and deferring and substituting. But I'm suspicious of the fact that

This content downloaded from
142.58.232.197 on Thu, 08 Oct 2020 22:32:06 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

16

Cyborgs

at

Large

in
our
accounts
of
bot
using
a
similar
techno
feminist
theories
of
g
been
achieved
without
Bhabha and Fanon and some others could not have worked without those

tools in understanding race. But it has remained true that there is no
compelling account of race and sex at the same time. There is no account
of any set of differences that work other than by twos simultaneously. Our

images of splitting are too impoverished. Consequently, we say, almost
ritualistically, things like "We need to understand the structurings of race
sex class sexuality etc." While these issues are related to one another, we
don't actually have the analytical technologies for making the connections. So, when I draw from a writer like Octavia Butler, or a theorist like

Hortense Spillers, I try to say the following. Those people who have, in
fiction and in theory, laid out for us the conditions of captivity in slavery
in the New World, have among other things done something very impor-

tant to our theories of psychoanalysis. They have said (and here I'm
borrowing primarily from Spillers, who is saying the same thing lots of
African-Americans have said for years, that the situation of the human
being in slavery is the situation of the body that passes on the status of

"non-human" to the children; it is the story of the people who exist
outside the narratives of kinship. The white woman married the white
man; he had rights in her that she didn't have in herself. She was a vehicle
for the transmission of legitimacy, so she was precisely the vehicle for the
transmission of the Law of the Father. The person in captivity, however,
did not even enjoy the status of being human. The mother passed on her
status, not her name, to the child, not the father; and the status of the
mother was not human. And it is precisely that historical and discursive
situation which, in Spiller's language, positions black men and women
outside the system of gender governed by the Oedipal story of incest and
kinship.
Those are the people - the hybrid peoples, the conquest peoples, the
enslaved peoples, the non-original peoples, and the dispossessed nativeAmericans - who populated and made the New World. If you retell the
history of what it means to be white, then you see the perversion of the
compulsion to reproduce the sacred image of the Same: the compulsion of
race purity and the control of women for the reproduction of race purity.
And if you foreground the stories of captivity and conquest and non-originality, the New World then has a different set of stories attached to it.
Now I think that these are stories that very much involve an unconscious
structuring, that they are unconscious structurings that really do throw
into question the relationships of gender and race.
Octavia Butler is a very frustrating writer in some ways, because she
constantly reproduces heterosexuality even in her poly-gendered species.
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But I am drawn to the "non-originality" of
people, they can't go back to an original tha
therefore they are not embedded in the sys
Freud and L6vi-Strauss. Too much of Anglo
out from Freud, L6vi-Strauss, and Lacan. An
AR: On that note, we'd like to question you
phrase "We are all cyborgs." On the one ha

description of women's situation in the a
tions of postmodern life in the First world.

function like the kind of identificatory statem

made in support of oppressed or persecuted
or, now, "we are all Palestinians." It's diffic

sense in terms of the specifically Asian

primarily is the basis of the microelectronic
essay, seem to be privileged as cyborgs tha
say, than First world feminist intellectuals

DH: Which, I agree, won't work. My narr
imperializing, say, the Malaysian factory
those sections of the Cyborg Manifesto I'd
describing who counts as a "we," in the sta

I would also be much more careful to point
sitions for people in certain regions of tra
tion that do not easily figure the situations
I was using Aihwa Ong's work there, in he
of Resistance, since published, of Malaysian

anese techno-science based multinationals
born an ethnic Chinese woman in Malaysia

family when she did her ethnographic f
Columbia University. She writes about y

acquired the colonial status of "Malay" when
ese immigrants to create a Malay peasant y
production in the plantation economy of B
to be native Malay was already to be the p
subsequently repositioned in the Malaysian
contests, among other things, between the

time, a whole nationalist discourse foreg
Malay, and promoted the look-East polic

rather than to American transnationals. Wh
ical subjectivity did the young women in t
an incredibly contradictory situation, and
seems to me crucial now; to name them "cy
I think what I would want is more of a fam
which the cyborg is one, and then to ask h
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technological. Do you see any evidence in ev
in fact overcoming their technophobia? Wh
possibilities and difficulties?
DH: That's tough, because if you go at it st
recent National Science Foundation statistics, for example - fewer
women are getting engineering degrees, fewer women are entering sci-

ence programs than was true ten and fifteen years ago. The gains of
women, in the sixties and seventies, as practitioners of science and engineering have been eroded, and the same thing is true for people of color,
men and women alike. There has been a massive retrenchment in affirma-

tive action programs, especially for loans for students at entering stages;

heavier pressures on families; all exacerbated by the economics of

Reaganism and Thatcherism. While there are a few little gains here and
there, overall we're losing again. On the other hand, I also see, for

example, in the development of eco-feminism some very savvy new
relations to science and technology developing at the level of popular
practices.
AR: How about everyday practices in the household, or in non-professional spaces?
DH: I think I would like to know a lot more about them. What we need

are thick ethnographic accounts of those very practices, in various socia
regional, ethnic, racial settings. I could tell anecdotes of women I know

who have achieved wonderfully heterogeneous kinds of technologic

literacy, but I have no idea what that means in terms of broader social
issues.

AR: In general, you're very much opposed to any kind of holistic response
to the tyrannies of technological rationality. How do you expect a philosophy of partialism - which at least is one of the ways of describing your

position - to become a popular philosophy? Especially in an age in

which millions upon millions of people have been attracted by the holistic
principles of New Age movements and practices, from the "pseudo-science" of alternative therapies to the intense fascination with the scientistcum-mystic who meditates about quantum physics. That sort of holism is
not exactly the kind of anti-science metaphysics that your cyborgism

condemns...

DH: No, it's a kind of mirror-image.

AR: Right. A mythology of alternative science that is deeply in love wit
science. But if the appeal of holism runs so deep for people who want
resolve a sense of loss or absence in their lives, how can cyborgism mak
headway in contesting that kind of popular appeal of science's promise
completion for people?

DH: That's a tough one. It might come down to this. How can there be
popular, playful, and serious imaginative relation to technoscience tha
propounds human limits and dislocations - that fact that we die, rathe
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than Faustian - and so deadly - evasions. Again, this might be a psychoanalytic question, since those holisms have the appeal of bridging all
the parts and promising an ultimate Oneness. They promise what they
cannot, of course, deliver, or only pretend to deliver at the cost of deathly
practices, almost a worship of death. The kind of partiality I'm talking
about is resolutely anti-transcendentalist and anti-monotheist, fully committed to the fact that we don't live after we die. In religious language,
that's what it comes down to: no life after death. Any transcendentalist
move is deadly; it produces death, through the fear of it. These holistic,
transcendentalist moves promise a way out of history, a way of participating in the God trick. A way of denying mortality.
On the other hand, in the face of having lived forty-five years inside
nuclear culture, in the face of the kind of whole-earth threat issuing from
so many quarters, it's clear that there is a historical crisis of the sort that
might really be able to shake the hold of these monotheisms. Some deep,
inescapable sense of the fragility of the lives that we're leading - that we
really do die, that we really do wound each other, that the earth really is
finite, that there aren't any other planets out there that we know of that
we can live on, that escape-velocity is a deadly fantasy. What's also clear
from popular culture, is that large numbers of people are at least aware of
the crisis we're facing, a crisis of historical consciousness where the
master-narratives will no longer soothe as they have for a couple thousand
years, in Christian culture at any rate.
AR: As cultural critics we often find that the kind of vanguardist culture

criticism, which tends to focus on vanguardist texts, can very easily

embrace partialism and a philosophy of subjectivity which doesn't depend upon secure identifications. But when you deal with popular prac-

tices...

DH: You're in a different world...

AR: it's usually the opposite: the circuit of identification tends to be mor
important, and probably necessary to the affective appeal of the text.

DH: The whole technology of pleasure works that way. I recognize what
you're saying, but there's also a part of me that's a little bit unsure abou
the generalization. I can think of someone like Ursula Le Guin, who's a
very, very popular writer. And you can read Ursula Le Guin either as a
holist who has a sense of an earth that can remain unviolated - a kind of

naturalist holism - but she equally cries out to be read in terms of her
insistence on limitation. It's not holism she's insisting on, but rather on
fragility and limitation by avoiding narratives of completion. The pleasure of her stories derives from being reminded of one's materiality. The
pleasure of being at home in the world, rather than needing transcendenc
from it. And being at home in the world is about a kind of partiality: you
just plain aren't everywhere at once. To relocate, you have to dislocate.
(A's painful laughter.)
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CP: There is the same kind of split in mo
for holism and completion, but at the sam
the idea of partiality.
AR: And a sense of relief?

DH: Relief, and sanity, that you can let go of an illusion which had felt
necessary. The mother of my lover is a person who had been interested in
channelers and various New Age phenomena. I don't think it's very useful

to think of her as someone who needs some kind of scientistic transcen-

dentalism: I don't think those are her pleasures, which are more like
science-fictional pleasures: of imagined historical connections into pasts
and futures - not at all about being masterful, or being in charge of the

whole.

CP: What we especially like in the Cyborg Manifesto is the use of the
term "scary" to describe the new informatics of domination that sponsors
of advanced technology have installed everywhere. It suggests a nightmarish quality, but it also hints at excitement and adventure, especially
girls' adventures in realms hitherto off-limits to them. In this respect, it
seems to be different from the note of technoparanoia usually sounded in

orthodox left accounts of tech surveillance and social control. There's a

fictional action-adventure cast to your version of "scariness"...
DH: the funhouse!

CP: ...that more accurately reflects the everyday response of ordinary
people to control technologies, rather than the paranoid vision of unrelieved domination everywhere. If you agree with that characterization of
scariness, does that mean to say that you don't think we ought to be too
scared?

DH: Certainly not fear unto death. Paranoia bores me. It's a psychopathology, and it's an incredibly indulgent one. It sees the Eye everywhere, and
it strikes me as a kind of arrogance. The paranoid person takes up too
much social space, their friends have to take care of them all the time, and
it's a lousy model for how we ought to be feeling collectively...so I agree

about the rejection of paranoia in the face of the panopticon of

postmodernism, or the "polyopticon," or whatever you want to call it. The
funhouse, however, is too weak an image, because this is a house that can
kill you. It does kill people unequally, kills some people more than other

people. But "scary" is a little bit like the situations of Joanna Russ's
"girlchild." I love the figures of her girl-children, her growing-up stories
about the older woman who rescues the younger woman, which involve a
passage into maturity. Toni Cade Bambara does the same thing; she has
lots of "girls coming into responsibility in a community" stories. And
those are scary transitions: you become an adult, and one of the things
that's involved in becoming an adult is that you know that you actually
can get hurt, you actually can die, and these things are not jokes. But
they're also adventures, they're part of being grownup. So I like the idea
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AR: Isn't there a sense in which this is a kind of "bad girl" manifesto...
DH: To a certain extent, yes.

AR: Because it's about pleasure and danger...
DH: And it takes a certain analogical alignment in the pornography
debates...

AR: Right. But the "bad boy" element is a troubling one?
DH: Yes, who wants a bad boy, you don't want the masculinist response.
But there's a way in which the sensitive man is the androgynous figure
the figure who is even more complete than the macho figure. And more
dangerous. That's my resistance to the fact that fact I do like sensitive
folks of all sexes. But the image of the sensitive man calls up, for me, the
male person who, while enjoying the position of unbelievable privilege,
also has the privilege of gentleness. If it's only added privilege, then it's
a version of male feminism of which I am very suspicious. On the other
hand, that line is written to and for women, and I think I had never
imagined how a man might read it. This really is the first time I have had
to imagine that line being read by people - not just male people - in a
masculine subject position.
AR: There are lots of them.

DH: Yes, it never ceases to surprise me how many of them there are on
the planet.
Ong has pointed out that one very specifically American thing is to
have a biological body separate from a cultural body. You find yourself in
the world in a particular kind of biological body, marked with certain
race, ethnicity, sexual, age characteristics, and that particular kind of
marked body can, in principle, occupy any kind of subject position, but

not equally easily. A male body, a male person of various kinds, could
occupy the feminist cyborg subject position and the goddess subject
position. Okay? But not equally as easily as folks who would come into a
sentence like that from other histories. And the ironies would be different
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if you imagine yourself in such a place. B
whom gender is incredibly problematic;
in more ways than for gods and goddesse
indeterminate.

AR: Anyway, I like that, but I don't quite know what to do with it. I'd like
to know what you do with it.
CP: Maybe it would have been better to say, "I would rather be a cyborg
than a male feminist."

AR:
CP:
DH:
not

Mmmmm. Yes, well that's a different can of worms.
So, your cyborg is definitely female?
Yeah, it is a polychromatic girl...the cyborg is a bad girl, she is really
a boy. Maybe she is not so much bad as she is a shape-changer, whose

dislocations are never free. She is a girl who's trying not to become
Woman, but remain responsible to women of many colors and positions;

and who hasn't really figured out a politics that makes the necessary

articulations with the boys who are your allies. It's undone work.

This content downloaded from
142.58.232.197 on Thu, 08 Oct 2020 22:32:06 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms

MENU

Donna Haraway
interview transcript
(1996)
14 MAY 2009 on Futurism, cyborgs, donna haraway, interviews

According to search engines, the two texts I wrote in the nineties
about cyberfeminist Donna Haraway (a Wired interview and an

essay) are among the most frequently-cited things I've written. So
I've decided to put the full transcript online. Most of this material
has never been published before. It's slightly rough, but Haraway
says some fascinating things. The interview was conducted 5
August 1996 at her home near Healdsburg CA.
HK: tell me about your background
DH: The university of Hawaii was my rst job. I went to graduate
school in biology at Yale in cell and developmental biology, but
fairly early on - about the time of the qualifying exams - I
discovered that what I was really interested in was the way biology
was a part of politics, religion and culture in general - I was much
more interested in biology as a cultural practice than in doing
biology as a research science, but I had no idea how to make that
happen. At the time, in graduate school, I was part of a commune,
which is in fact the background of this house - and we were
politically active, and involved in gay liberation and womens
liberation, and various issues around antiracism and antiwar work
in that period - we’re talking about the late sixties. That was really
formative in the way I thought about doing biology. Both fellow
graduate students and other faculty were up to their ears in anti
Vietnam war work around chemical herbicides - in other words
science-related issues to do with war, sexuality and race [laughs]
you know, you take the triad.
With war sexuality and race to work from - the issue that seems to
me most important - and that isn’t so true now - is that other
graduate students in the sciences were deeply involved in this.
There was not a sense that the left-of-centre political analysis was
coming from folks other than the scientists. There was a serious,

politically active culturally-alert movement inside the sciences
that came out of in part atomic scientists - nuclear war issues - in
the context of the US, the Vietnam war and other issues. I felt like I
was trained up as a biologist in contact with these issues.
My rst job - I married my friend from the commune who was also
very actively gay. We gured out ultimately that we wanted to do a
little brother-sister incest, but we didn’t have any other model
than getting married [laughs] - so we did! Anyway, we went to
Hawaii together. Jay got a job in Honolulu teaching, of all things,
world history. I trailed along as a faculty wife! Which was a very
peculiar identity. I wrote some of Jay’s lectures, his lectures on
China for example, what are you to do? I was unemployed and
writing my dissertation. Jay was freaking out as a rst-year faculty
member and we were living in Honolulu, where the rst thing I ran
into was the anti-nepotism regulations which dated from the
depression era - if one member of the family had a job at the
university, another member of the family could not. It was part of
the whole legal structure of enforcement of compulsory
heterosexuality and male dominance in the fairly straightforward
meanings of those words. So one of the rst things I had to do was
to be involved in a group which made it possible for me to get a job
at the U. of Hawaii in de ance of the anti-nepotism regulations. So
I got a job, nally, in the second year, in the General Science
department.
The man who hired me - I altered my CV for philosophy, history,
biology - and sent it out while writing my dissertation and sending
it back to my supervisors at Yale and nishing my PhD - but the
General Science department was established to teach science as
this ontological category to non-science majors. And it was a very

interesting way to start teaching because I was teaching fashion
design majors and tourist management majors, folks running the
tourist economy - and they were lling their science requirement.
Our job was to teach science as a model of rational citizenship.
Unlike politics and religion, we were supposed to teach the history
of science and modern science as the model of rationality, in the
middle of the Paci c ocean in the middle of the Vietnam war. The
Paci c strategic command was right downtown. Jay and I were
both active in gay liberation, though we stopped being married a
couple of years after we moved to Honolulu but stayed in the same
household as we did until Jay died a few years ago. The
combination of political work where we were teaching and the
things that were going on in the world continued to make science
in general and biology in particular feel like it was at the centre of
a lot of very interesting things - including pedagogy. People my
age who were genetically unable to teach science as the model of
rationality [laughs] - it just didn’t So I taught in Honolulu in the General Science department and
stayed there for four years. Jay lost a tenure decision at the U. of
Hawaii that was messy and ugly and unfriendly in ways that
tenure decisions always are - a real mess - and we both left. Jay
went to Houston and I went to Baltimore and went to the History
of Science department at Johns Hopkins and taught for six years
and continued to feel that science, culture and politics were all
part of the same thing. I’d met Rustin then and the three of us he, Jay and I with our fourth friend started looking for land in
California, drove around and found this place and bought it in the
late seventies - before any of us had a job here - and started
working at repairing the old house. Then in 1980 I got a job at UC
Santa Cruz in the History of Consciousness department - which

itself went back to the sixties - the name gives it away - it was and
is an interdisciplinary PhD program for folks who really need a
strong interdisciplinary element -who wouldn’t be better o

in

philosophy or history or whatever and often older folks who’ve
done something beside school as well as some younger folks -a
mix -. The job that I got was in feminist theory, which I think was
the rst one in the US that was speci cally for that subject. I’ll tell
one story - at the interview there was a moment that convinced
me that this was the place I wanted to work - I came in o

the

plane, got picked up by a couple of graduate students who, once
they had dropped me at the hotel were heading o

to a birthing

celebration - in an alternative birthing community - at which they
told me - remember I’m coming in from Baltimore, an East-coast
very conservative institution - so they tell me that at the ceremony
the placenta is to be served to be eaten, and I think to myself - well
- alright [laughs] - physicality, celebration of the body, that sense
of nature in Santa Cruz, and I think sure, OK - and then they told
me that it was to have been cooked - that was one step too many
for me - anyway after my job interview there was this astonishing
discussion at dinner involving physical anthropologists, a couple
of folks in literature and these two people in history - basically
doing ethnography, me in history of biology - about who could eat
the placenta. Could a vegetarian eat the placenta? What about there was this wonderful theological discussion, all of us a little bit
drunk by that time I think and we ended up deciding the only
person who was obliged to eat the placenta was a vegan - on the
grounds of food for life, not from death. The biochemistry of the
proteins was de nitely not the consideration - nor was the old
Catholic meat on Friday point going to get you very far [laughs] the point was that I understood I was in my community. These
were the folks who would understand the craziness of it all.

HK: When did the primatology interest start?
DH: In the mid seventies. In a way they started - I’ve been
interested in animals forever - and - in biology and ecology and
animal behaviour and all the rest of it, just as a human being in our
culture - but what I studied in biology was cell and developmental
biology, nothing bigger than a molecule - but in the mid seventies,
and in the context of working at Johns Hopkins and in the context
of US feminism at that time, primate behaviour was a kind of
matrix for many kinds of discussions, certainly debates around
aggression, sexual violence, dominance, hierarchy of all kinds,
models of disease, psychopathology, you name it - and primates
were part of what was going on – space-race stu

- the whole

issue of training up monkeys and chimpanzees as surrogates for
man, polio research using several hundred thousand imported
monkey kidneys, the animal trade, the zoo trade, the various
issues around the use of endangered animals - the Indian
government absolutely had a small cow at the use of rhesus
monkeys imported for disease research being used as subjects for
radiation experiments - how much radiation could a primate
sustain and still be an airplane pilot - seriously - outrageous and
unethical work that caused international scandals - we became
more and more aware of primates as a way of thinking about the
world very broadly - it was a story to tell that would pull together
as a story and the other primates were part of almost all the issues
I cared about, from conservation to questions about whether you
can or cannot use other animals as models for human social
behaviour
HK: Was it this question of borders between animals and humans
which led on to the cyborg thing?

DH: Absolutely.
HK: It’s really in the context of the cyborg thing that I’ve ended up
coming here. Wired is a magazine about technology, and about
social change relating to technology. In a way, in order for me to
write a piece about you in the pages of Wired, I have to say that the
cyborg thing is not simply about feminist rhetorical strategy although that’s a very strong thing in the cyborg idea - but that
you’re describing ‘real’ e ects of real technologies. I want to know
whether you think that’s fair, or whether I’m having to twist that
DH: No, no, I don’t think that’s twisted at all. I think that’s at the
centre of the case. And good feminist theory and theories of
techno-science are about practice, about real world stu , and stu
that works, that in ects, that forces feminist theory to reconsider
what it means by the social, what it means by body, what it means
about issues about subjectivity, what constitutes subjects and
objects, and feminist concerns in techno-science are in my view
deeply embedded in the kinds of issues I’m trying to talk about in
the Cyborg manifesto, and not in a kind of parallel world.
HK: So there is a sense in which - we are becoming cyborgs? Or we
have always been cyborgs?
DH: Certainly not always. What interests me about cyborg as an
image, I’ve learned more since I wrote that manifesto, because at
the time I wrote it I was just trying to come to terms with putting a
lot of things together - it was the rst piece I wrote on my
computer [laughs] besides which I was invited by socialist review
to write 10 pages on the state of socialist feminism - and that’s

what happened - which turned out not to be 10 pages on socialist
feminism, except it is on socialist feminism, but - the reason that
the gure of the cyborg interested me - and I can say it better now
than I could then - was speci cally because it was historically
de nite - it wasn’t all the time that we were - the cyborg is not
about all possible relationships between humans and technology it is in fact a very speci cally historically located gure and
practice and embodiment and form of hybridity between human
beings and other kinds of actors, both machinic and animal and
each other. Cyborg is not about ‘we have always already been
cyborgs’, it’s about speci cally mid and late twentieth century
historical production.
HK: I was thinking about what the boundaries might be. So it’s
absolutely not at the point where, I don’t know, we start
constructing our bodies with diet, with various sorts of technology
then there is a break - because if you say that you could take it
back much further - as soon as agriculture turns up DH; Right. And I’m really not interested in doing it that way. I’m
more interested in trying to get at explosive speci cities than I am
in telling continuous stories from the dim past. The term cyborg is
of course a 1960 word - a neologism of 1960 - it comes speci cally
out of an essay written by a psychiatrist and an engineer who are
working to produce the enhanced man for extraterrestrial
exploration. I didn’t know this when I wrote the manifesto. I got
that later when a graduate student handed me the piece - the guy
who did the cyborg handbook. So what they were after was post
Norbert Wiener, post O

ce of Scienti c Research and o

ce of

Naval Research - the British equivalent - a post WW2 research
organisation which produces the interdisciplinarities which give

us systems research and operations research and computers and in
the context of the cold war the development of information
sciences and computers is high priority.
HK: So this new esh is born at the same time and out of the same
culture as the internet
DH: That’s exactly right - and it produces whole new forms of
sociality, of subjectivity and objectivity, literally produces embodies seriously mutated worlds from what existed on this
planet before - and it’s not nearly ideals, its new esh. That ends
up involving diet, for example - I head o

to my exercise club and

I could buy the new Kalms stress ultrapack - high performance
carbohydrate loading - a whole set of discourses about using your
body as a high performance machine - you know, a new Nike for
each toe [laughs] literally - if you remember that left and right
feet weren’t di erentiated in shoe manufacture before the Civil
War and juxtapose that with a di erent Nike for each toe
depending on whether you’re planning on walking or running and the kind of sculpting of the body as a high-tech information
machine - at levels of subjectivity as well as performance.
HK: But we’ve thought about bodies as machines for much longer
than that DH: That’s old. But it’s a particular kind of machine, and it’s the
machine where concepts and practices of information are
inescapable. So that it’s the autonomous control theory built into
the machine that interested me in the cyborg. It’s the circular
causal system, the information processing system, the autonomy

built into the automaton - that’s what intrigued me - an industrial
military administrative product.
HK: Because you come back to this several times - this question of
information management
DH; Which becomes one of the main practices.
HK: I was interested - you oppose C3i, cybernetic strategies to
maintain and regulate the machine - the practice you oppose to
that is textual criticism, which struck me as inadequate.
DH: It was inadequate. I wouldn’t write it that way now, and I was
wrong - I wish I’d rewritten it. Partly what I was trying to say was
that the body - the cyborg body that’s produced in this informatics
of domination is a semiotic body. It’s a body made of signs - a
body made of light. A body made of bits. On the one hand the
cyborg body is a textual body. There’s nothing but information recoding - the kind of semiotic material practice that would be
able in some sense to recode, not merely oppositionally, but
repossess and in ect those bodies in a more liveable direction cyborgs for survival - what I was trying to do with the textual
metaphors was play with them to accomplish a number of things one of them was to stress the ways that what was going on in the
human sciences - semiotics, literary criticism, theory, wasn’t so
di erent to what was going on in engineering - really are the same
kinds of moves that are going on in the textualisation of
everything in literary theory - the kind of textualisation of the
world in cyborg practice, so there was no way you could take the
humanist subject as some kind of oppositional subject over and
against this military and industrial cyborg world, because these

various communities of practice were essentially doing the same
thing.
You could even throw that one back historically and show ways
that theories of signi cation fed both streams of work and that it
is an artefact of the organisation of the university that makes
these communities feel like they’re operating in di erent worlds.
HK: It’s one of your main points that humanism is no good for
opposing the machines, or our image of them.
DH: Either you’ve got a self-defeated humanist subject that
doesn’t get it in terms of the Western material semiotic world that
we’re really living in, or you’ve got - all of the di erent
manoeuvres that try to work with the world we’ve got, like it or
not, try to move with the various splits - the discussion we had
about dancing [people having a problem with technology being
introduced into dance teaching - ‘dehumanising’ the dancer, or
subjecting the dancer to ‘the machine’] all of those moves are
impotent, completely
HK: There is a level at which the member of the public picking up a
copy of this magazine is going to say what do you mean I can’t
think of myself as a human being - this is as much for me writing
this piece - how are we to translate the ideas about the posthuman
and going beyond the gut things people think about themselves as
human beings - how are we going to persuade them that it’s
liveable to think in another way?
DH: I frame it di erently. And I try to avoid terms like posthuman.
And instead my instincts are more ethnographic, if you will - do

you know Emily Martin's work - an anthropologist, wrote a book
called Flexible Bodies? She spent a lot of time trying to gure out
how people actually think about themselves in relationship to
immunology. So she got lots of accounts from a wide range of
people in terms of race and class and so on - rather than telling
Emily’s story let me go back to saying that my instincts - how DO
people think about what it means to be healthy or well? To be
skilful, to be sick? To have a body and have feelings. To be
emotional? What kinds of language do people use to talk about
themselves? How do they form relationships with objects in the
world? What kind of practices are they engaged in? And this kind
of ethnographic way of thinking throws up that there is no such
thing as ‘human’ in a historical sense - that human beings as we
know them and as they are always already immersed always
already producing what it means to be human in relationship with
each other and with objects - obviously - and so there is no
posthuman here - it’s not giving up all these things you feel
organically in order to live in the machine
HK: Those are the fear images which come up again and again
DH: Yeah and they are very interesting as fear images. And they
are very interesting as one of the sets of nightmare stories we tell
ourselves - but they’re just that - they’re one of the sets of
nightmare stories and the same folks are going to tell a whole
family of stories and not all of them are nightmares. And I’ve got much messier and more interesting set of ways - for example even
talking about emotion, about what you feel about your kids and
what you feel about your lovers - your dog - all kinds of peculiar
things are going to get involved in that - like the drugs you take.
I’ve got a dog with arthritis that’s taking a new kind of pain

control medication that handles the chemistry of pain di erently
from aspirin - so I’m sitting in a vet’s o

ce with an old dog that

has since died who’s having an arthritis problem and I’m watching
the dog next to me getting prescribed Prozac - now why is the dog
getting prescribed Prozac? For self-wounding. The dog’s person is
working in a high level job and is working eighteen hours a day and
the dog’s going crazy with loneliness. The dog eats on itself
therefore - in nervous anxiety - the dog doesn’t get enough
companionship - and the human person is saying no no I can’t
give the dog Prozac - it costs too much and my health insurance
doesn’t cover it. He doesn’t feel RIGHT. So I’ll put this collar on my
dog’s head that will prevent it from eating itself - anyway [laughs]
do you see what I’m saying
HK: sure
DH: The point is that we, living in this world, by these kinds of
social relations, these kinds of machines, these kinds of medicines,
this material semiotic world is always already full of what I will
call cyborg relationships - these boundaries that put together
humans, animals and machines in historically speci c ways where
the full apparatus of technoscience is at the heart of it.
HK: So this image of the bounded human subject which only comes
outside itself and meets the world DH: Exactly
HK: Descartes is the big villain, kind of thing

DH: That’s a pretty good story for getting at what - even if it isn’t
Descartes it’s a good parable.
HK: So that’s what’s crazy about this
DH: That’s what’s crazy - and everybody knows that’s crazy
HK: Nobody believes you can doubt everything
DH: unless you ask them to give you a pre-packaged story at which
point everybody knows how to emit it. Everybody can give you the
proper nightmare, or the proper story of the human subject
alienated from the world. Everybody knows how to run that story
by. But if you start talking to people about how they cook their
dinner or what kind of language you use to describe trouble in a
marriage and you’re very likely to get notions of tape loops,
communication breakdown - you’re likely to get amazing stu
HK: Noise and signal
DH: if you go at it ethnographically as opposed to dogmatically.
How could people actually work within technoculture?
HK: Our big images of bodies this summer have been from the
Olympics. I was wondering whether there was anything in
particular you had noticed?
DH: Nothing in particular - among other things the way the
athletes train is a fabulous example of the interaction of medicine,
diet, clothing manufacture, equipment manufacture, training
practices, visualisation - using computer graphics to analyse

motion - any event is a fabulous example of what it means to
achieve internationally recognised excellence in a scienti c culture
- and upping the ante all the time. What does it take to compete?
And why do people train in the US.
HK: There seem to be these huge mechanisms for putting every
athlete into the arena in the rst place. You can’t get there without
an assemblage of technology
DH: It’s an apparatus of performance and production and that
apparatus involves international division of labour in spades - that
we’re familiar with in factory production, but in sports production
HK: The crisis they’re all facing at the moment is - what are the
boundaries of ‘human’ performance - the whole ideology of the
Olympics is DH: The ideology is about the boundaries of ‘human’ performance,
but a good bit of what’s happening is the boundaries of technical
performance - which is that human-machine hybrid. Some events
- I read an interview with the head guy in charge of timekeeping,
which is some very big deal - and each event has a di erent
standard of timekeeping, some events allow you to subdivide time
down to the limit of the most sensitive timekeeping devices that
can be mobilised in that environment. But other events don’t. So
the timekeeping has - a decision has to be made about what kind
of time to use and what kinds of instruments - in order to produce
the discrimination - and what kinds of sensors, and whether or
not you can use visual replays to second guess a referee - and
whether the human call will or will not have nal authority over
the machine

HK: Happens in tennis a lot
DH: And baseball. If you sit in a modern baseball stadium you’ve
got the instant replay technology and the umpire makes a call
you’re not allowed to show the instant replay - but these are
fabulous examples of technosocial decisions - of the relationships
not just between the human in general and machines in general but very speci cally located human beings and machines and
administrative apparatuses
HK: The place where it seems most up-front is something like
motor racing because there it’s explicitly a technological practice they’re making rules about types of tyres and you can’t use this
kind of engine or whatever, and there this thing about human
essence doesn’t seem to be such a problem - but the debate over
this Irish swimmer fascinated me
DH: Fill me in.
HK: What happened was - she’s been as far as I know a reasonably
high-class athlete but not world-beating before and the favourite
to win various swimming events was an American woman and the
Irish woman won event A by a substantial margin - and the rst
reaction of the American commentator - this piece of commentary
was broadcast worldwide - was that she can’t have done this. This
is not possible. It has to be
DH: It has to be illegally enhanced
HK: The media start stirring up the problem and she wins again,
and wins a third time - and she’d beaten the American. There was

a lot of bad feeling. The American swimmer who was her nearest
rival was induced into saying - or implying [break in tape]
swimming seems to be the easiest thing - bodies moving through
water - but it’s there that they’re having the greatest crisis about
what it means to be ‘human’
DH: It’s also fascinating - how you de ne a drug is also an issue.
You are expected to train technologically with a diet that’s
particularly well planned to enhance your physiological
performance so that you go into your event with the right kind of every nutrient in sight - and at what point - it’s a fascinating place
where there’s a theological debate over what kind of invention
counts as arti cial and what counts as natural - because the
theological boundary between the natural and the arti cial is
played constantly in sports [break] Tell the history of the world
from the point of view of ca eine, sugar and chocolate and you’ve
got everything from the history of slavery down to addiction
HK: At the same time - you read about co ee houses in the
seventeenth century and it was explicitly a drug - tracts were
being written against co ee.
DH: Well, in the same science and politics class where we did the
diaper safety pin [note: we spoke before about DH doing an
analysis of the contradictions of a safety pin being worn by one of
her students as a symbol of her involvement in an alternative
birthing movement] there was another - they were a great class most of the folks in the class thought organic farming techniques
were bound to be much better than agribusiness methods and
while I tend to think that’s almost certainly true for a range of
reasons it turned out that the folks who were willing to be most

outspoken had a well-developed theological argument about
natural farming versus using chemicals - that was the issue. I said
- let’s think about it this way - let’s think about a rice plant. And
from the rice plant’s point of view, what the rice plant wants to do
- a la Richard Dawkins, is grow faster and make babies before the
insects that eat the rice plant before the insects that eat the rice
plant grow up and make their babies to eat the tender leaves - so
that the rice plant is in a race with the insects that eat it and one of
the things that’s going on is a kind of race to reproduction and
that’s one of the strategies the rice plant can use to get its babies
out before the insect depletes its energy stores so much that it
can’t make babies. Or the rice plant can put toxins in its leaves - it
can make alkaloids - and it’s kind of expensive, energeticallyspeaking, to make alkaloids, so the rice plant or any other plant is
likely to have a kind of double strategy going - of making babies as
fast as it can under the circumstances, and making toxins and
putting the toxins in the part of the plant most relevant to the
particular pest it normally encounters. Now let’s say you’re trying
to help organic farming, and the rice industry and trying to wean
the California farmer o

chemicals - so you’re breeding rice plants

that make more alkaloids, so that instead of applying the pesticide
- forget genetic engineering - we’re not going to talk about that in
this story - whether if the toxins are applied externally it counts as
‘chemicals’, but if you breed the rice plant to enhance their natural
alkaloid production it counts as organic - now the question is who gets the poisons? If you apply the chemicals externally the
chances are the people who get the poisons are going to be the
agricultural workers - a lot of illegal labour from Mexico - a lot of
labour that’s under-regulated and underprotected underpaid,
underseen - you don’t see most of the disease burden - and
making that disease burden visible takes extraordinary work - so

that in the recent grape boycott the issues have not been
unionisation, but pesticides
HK: So people have been refusing to pick grapes?
DH: No, it’s about getting people to refuse to buy them, because
the pickers can’t bear the burden of not picking them. Money. So
these have been point of consumption boycotts, which have been
e orts to make visible the disease burden borne by agricultural
workers. Now we all agreed in class that this was a very bad thing.
But they were also wondering whether the consumer was going to
be getting more of the alkaloids if you breed for natural pest
resistance - what would it take to make visible a di erent kind of
toxic burden that’s going to come through natural processes - but
natural processes that are of course historically implemented and
produced - by plant breeding - and these are all hypothetical
examples - but what happened in the class is that the students all
of a sudden got it - that the distinction between nature and culture
is a conventional one - not one that’s always already there. What I
found as a teacher is that that is so counter-intuitive that deep
down in our heart of hearts in this culture we believe there is a real
di erence - whether it’s sports or agriculture or diet there’s going
to be some way to reconvince ourselves that nature is really just
‘there’ and culture is laid on top of it like icing on a cake. That’s
the model that folks are really committed to like belief in god.
HK: And that’s what the cyborg breaks down.
DH: Right.

HK: OK, I’ve written down this quote about communications
revolutions mean the retheorising of natural objects as
technological devices, mechanisms for the production, control and
dissemination of information - do you see evidence in the culture
as a whole of people beginning to think about themselves in the
same way as they do about their networks or their complex
systems?
DH: Oh yes. And people think about it di erently depending on
where they are in the division of labour. For example - I can do it
more easily through biology than I can through internet-type
technologies - but I think the result is the same. I think people
think about themselves as a function of which genes they may be
carrying, or which type of genetic disability their children might
bear
HK: the genome as a ‘blueprint’ for the person?
DH: Right. Folks think about genetics as a kind of programming of
themselves, and very readily make the connection between the
notion of computer programming and biological programming.
Genetic discourse as popular discourse is sunk deep in our society
- look at Richard Dawkins’ popularity - what he’s doing has come
to feel like common sense. If you happen to have a gene - one of
my friends is an anthropologist - works in a community of people
who have Marfan’s syndrome, connective tissue disease - Abe
Lincoln’s disease - it can cause various kinds of heart problems
and it can be very serious and it’s a single gene mutation, it’s a
protein - the Marfan protein was isolated by a woman named
Portman, a biochemist. She worked with patient advocacy groups she’s isolated the gene, characterised the protein, it’s this

amazing hybrid social relationship. People have formed societies
they really care about - where they get their friends, they go to
each other’s weddings, kids, people who form thick lives with each
other on the basis of having the same altered protein. And they,
Paul Rabinow, an anthropologist at Berkely calls this biosociality.
Where maybe in the past, or once upon a time, the story goes, folks
were in really caring relationships with each other based on where
they lived. Neighbourhood associations. It’s not that that doesn’t
exist any more, it does, but in addition and sometimes instead of
that kind of relationship you’re going to nd folks with
relationships they really CARE about based on what they know
about their genes, or based on whether they’re in touch with each
other in a list group. Distributed communities. Rather than having
a preconceived opinion about whether these are good ‘thick’
societies or whether they are ‘thin’ bad ones, I think it’s an
ethnographic question. I think the issue is to look and see. There is
a tremendous amount of anthropology going on right now - in
laboratories, on the internet - around distributed communities in
both computers and biological stu

- trying to gure out what

kinds of relationships people are forming with each other and the
non-human world.
HK: Biological communities centred around AIDS
DH: An obvious and thick example. and the kinds of expertise, the
kinds of collaborations which have developed so that it’s now not
uncommon for physicians and patients to collaborate over
treatment and AIDS activist networks have made a huge di erence
from that. And AIDS activist networks inherited no small amount
of that from the women’s health movement before, because
lesbians from the women’s health movement were AIDS activists.

HK: So instead of having science and medicine operate on the
passive body, it becomes a cooperative venture.
DH: The word patient is wrong because of the very etymology of
the world. My Pollyanna self looks at the history of the women’s
health movement and looks at the history of AIDS activism and
sees people who have become active agents, making communities
that join with other communities - regulatory communities - the
NIH, the research labs, the Centre for Disease Control, the
international scene around who has access to which drugs on what
terms - with physicians, with patients - you’ve got people who
have constructed major kinds of skills for living which are quite
historically distinct.
HK: I found your comments about the immune system in Simians
very striking. The relationship between the immune system and
the internet.
DH: One of the big specialities in biology these days is
bioinformatics. In the genome project stu , but in molecular
biology in general, including immunology, you cant move as a
biologist these days unless you’re in thick interdisciplinary
collaboration with informatics. To help you gure out what kinds
of databases you need to deal with these Niagara falls of data
you’re getting . How to distribute the data internationally. And on
and on. There is no way to do biology these days without
collaborations between software engineers, chemists, cell
biologists HK: I’m always reading about how people are taking biological
metaphors and biological models and applying them to nonorganic

DH: ALife is a fascinating place to look for tra

c between notions

of life which come out of one or another area of biology - say
behavioural ecology - and which come out of some area of AI work
and putting together a speculative model of self-replicating
variant systems.
HK: It seems to me that networks are getting to level of complexity
where we’re going to have to treat our inorganic networks in the
same we treat organic networks - in terms of - not even trying to
exert top-down control over them
DH: But rather to cohabit. I think that’s already true. It’s been true
for a while. Defence computers are probably a very good example.
It’s been a long time since anyone was able to control the
complexity of those programs. That’s not a particularly friendly
example - the stu

of nightmares.

[break]
HK: I was going to start talking about common images of human
images of technology. Either they’re kitchen of the future, we’re
going to space, whereby we will be empowered by technology - the
other one is the machines control us - you use the word
cohabitation
DH: to open up another space, another way of thinking about it
HK: A third way between those two

DH: It’s the real way. It’s what actually happens. It’s these very
messy, very mixed-up scenes of cohabitation - not apocalypse or
salvation - but these cohabitations are framed by these narrative
practices of apocalypse and salvation.
HK: That’s fascinating because we tell ourselves these stories.
DH: I’ve spent a lot of time with these images. Secularised
Christian stu .
HK: Usually the people who advertise in Wired have an individual
v. herd attitude - you are an individual, de ned by your consumer
choices
DH: There was the period in there where you had the convention of
the face as screen. Little visual ideas which become rapidly
conventionalised. That signify new kinds of rationality as machinic
HK: Orwellian things turning up in British advertising at the
moment. Masses of people being addressed. The product breaks
through this in some way.
DH: I want to back up - we were talking about how you justi ed
doing this story in terms of feminist rhetorical stu

versus ‘real’

technological analysis.
HK: I’ll be quite frank with you - that’s an e ect of the politics
that’s going on in the magazine.
DH: Granted. I think that’s entirely transparent. I want to show
that feminist concerns are inside of technology and not a

rhetorical overlay. We were talking about cohabitation - between
di erent sciences and forms of culture, between organisms and
machines. Every form of important issue around labour and
health, who dies, what does it cost, who has access to what kind of
skill, gated community versus city of Quartz, those are issues
inside technoscience. Part of the reason I really care that feminist
theory is understood in this thick physical way as opposed to this
series of rhetorical positions is because I think that the issues
which really matter - who lives and dies and at what price - whose
nature - the political questions are inside these embodiments.
They can’t be got at.
HK: There is no way of talking in the abstract
DH: In a serious way.
HK: It’s material e ects of particular DH: And material-semiotic e ects. The di erence between object
and sign is exactly what you can’t get. That’s where I think
feminist theory is probably inside these implosions.
HK: It seems to be speci cally what certain parts of what’s going
on at Wired deny. I was quite surprised coming to America and
talking to some people on the American left and nding how
hostile they were to Wired.
DH: It has a particular reputation as kind of technophilic spacedout very masculine and very white. It’s also an interesting space to
try to be present.

HK: Maybe you could unpack for me - there is this thing about the
‘digital revolution’ that Wired promulgates. It seems to be to do
with human agents being allowed to do more things and have
more toys or leisure because of technologies. Maybe you could give
me a succinct statement as to why that worries you - and another
way of maybe seeing that. I was thinking about hybridity and
cyborgs. Presumably the angle is that technology changes people
DH: It’s not an external relationship. These are internal
relationships.
HK: So we’re far more changed by changes in our technological
environment DH: The ideology of the digital revolution is so t- thin. It’s a
caricature of itself. I feel like when I’m reading or hearing a
believer in a libertarian digital revolution, I’m aghast at the
cartoon version of the world that appears to satisfy the speaker that way of thinking about freedom - that way of thinking about
??? the whole set of language in which the digital revolution talks
about freedom is laughable. It’s like listening to a born-again
Christian giving you a particular version of salvation history. Only
not as good. Born again Christians are likely to have a much better
sense of rhetoric. And a much thicker sense of how to do a good
story than the digital revolution folks. I’m probably much more
sympathetic than most of the people I know to the notion of
technoculture as ??? in transformative ways - you can give the
origin story from World War 2 as much as you like but it’s never
nothing but it’s origins. You can tell about military domination
from now until the cows come home - you’ll never touch what you
need to understand - you can’t tell domination in an automatic

way and get at these technologies. I think the left in the broad
sense has disempowered ourselves, itself by its own technophobia.
it’s bad news. It’s been true in feminist politics too. This kneejerk
technophobia - and the digital revolution folks seem to me the
mirror image - what I think is true and what I’m committed to
working inside of is this world which is being reformulated - in
which subjects and objects and ways of working together are being
reformulated in these practices and everybody’s responsible for it
- it’s a question of politics in the sense of living in a world of
connections - and it MATTERS which ones get made and unmade.
HK: A technophobe. The great Wired word for it is ‘luddite’, for
which you can read ‘non-believer’ - somebody who did have a
kneejerk hostility to technology could take the ‘informatics of
domination’ idea and say
DH: She’s agin it.
HK: And say she’s agin-it and these machinic technologies are
going to enslave us
DH: Or they could take another part of that idea where I’m talking
about the fact that domination is never still and there’s always
room to move - and telling yet another domination story is not
necessarily going to help - and I’ll be accused of being a blissedout Wired groupie.
HK: This is the thing, isn’t it. Neither of those positions are true,
and neither of those positions are adequate to deal with what’s
going on. I have friends who are just blanket hostile - who think
you can avoid being implicated by not owning a PC

DH: We had two computers up here before we built our bathroom.
Out here in the woods.
HK: There has to be a strategy that doesn’t reject technology
completely - is it about saying that tech itself is neutral, but it’s
how you use it?
DH: No! Technology is not neutral. It’s more that we are inside of
what we make and what we make is inside of us. And we are not
equal in all of this. We’re divided by all kinds of social locations skill, money, race, neighbourhood, you name it. The in nite
divisions are reproduced in technology. It’s really about what
kinds of worlds are we building. What kinds of things are we
making. Including subjectivities. We’re responsible for those.
That’s my moralistic self. I think part of being responsible is about
play, pleasure, all kinds of - the good things. But it’s also about
having a clue about under what conditions does who make these
machines. Under what conditions does who train for the Olympic
support. Who’s got access to what kind of skill? Under what
conditions is the Web becoming worldwide? In the primate work I
was asking ‘who gets to love nature’? What nature? At what cost?
It’s the same here.
HK: So what’s a workable strategy? One of the most potent points
you make concerning the informatics of domination concerns
translation. As things become digitised, whole areas are opened up
to management and control.
DH: Any time you can make a powerful translation you’ve got
access to something you didn’t have before.

HK: You paint a picture of digitisation as potentially problematic
for people who want to resist domination.
DH: It’s also a powerful political tool for people who are working
against authoritarianism as well.
HK: Tell me more
DH: One could probably do it best with concrete examples. If
you’re serious about building an e ective politics these days,
something like PeaceNet or EcoNet are going to be powerful tools.
They’re going to put you into the same potential collaborations
and distributed communities as the folks - you can’t work outside
of - outside of the world you’re in. It’s a matter of how you form
the networks you need, what kinds of materialisations of power
you need to overcome the lies, and sometimes that will mean
resisting the emplacement of a technology. No thankyou I will not
take cable under those conditions. Take your company and - go
elsewhere. I think opposition is one potentially important strategy.
But it’s one strategy - and if we’re serious about shaping
technoculture into humane liveable worlds you have to be skilful.
It’s that simple.
HK: It’s a question of on the ground, local decisions about
particular things?
DH: Sure. It’s about forming the kinds of alliances that matter.
AIDS networks aren’t a bad example. Not everyone’s a
pharmacologist or a molecular biologist. But you form
collaborations with folks who are. We need a politics where the ties
that we make are powerful. You don’t do that by a kind of purist - I

won’t touch your dirty technology position. You do that by nding
the places and the people where there’s a possibility to do
something hopeful.
HK: [talks about striated space and smooth space. Deleuze and
Guattari] That smoothing of space, the reduction of di erent types
of thing into one space can so easily be overrun - annexed by
power
DH: Not so much annexed by power as - produces new kinds of
power.
HK: I was thinking about the eye - the Western, disembodied, allseeing eye - surveying this space - if you’ve got the State using
digital technologies
DH: It’s powers are vastly enhanced. No question about it.
HK: The combinations of digital technology and a state which
wishes to use them to dominate is terrifying. And since the digital
technologies are coming whether we like them or not. It seems to
me that in order to stand a chance of creating a humane
technoculture that has to go hand in hand with some kind of
strategy of dismantling the state - to decentralise power.
DH: There are some really good examples. I taught a course in the
Spring with an anthropologist - who is studying international
environmental movements and ecological issues - In the
Indonesian state there’s a group of people who are trying to show
they have customary rights to a particular resource - the forest
trees. The law recognises customary rights. so selling o

the forest

to Japanese or US timber companies might be blocked if the group
can show they have these rights. So the State government,
Djakarta, like every other state government in the world is making
use of new geographical information systems to do micromapping.
From the States point of view the more you can make into a
national resource the more that is controlled from the centre. On
the other hand you have a cultural and political system that works
in concentric circles of authority and doesn’t refer everything back
to the centre. Multicentric - wit ha strong system of respect for
customary law at the same time as you have a state with strong
military strong bureaucracy - the entire apparatus. So one of thee
things that’s happening is collaborations between environmental
oppositional groups in the cities with local indigenous rights
groups and ecological groups, national and international working
in collaboration with mapping - with folks who know how to use
these mapping systems to map down to groves of trees and
produce overlays to the state maps to contest who has the right to
which areas of the forest. This is not exactly a utopian story
because it’s not clear who’s winning , but it’s a story about new
kinds of collaborations. They don’t choose to become allies of
people who know how to use JS stu . On the other hand it’s not
something dirty to do that. it’s an evolving dialectic whereby
people continue trying to produce their lives for themselves in the
world they inhabit.
DH: The digital stu . I think that’s like money. It’s like you’ve got
a new money form. Money is nothing but a system of translation,
after all. And digitalisation is nothing but a potent strategy for
producing translations in space and time, and the ability to
assemble and disassemble everything from labour forces to the
page of a book you’re publishing. It’s a way of moving things

around fast. It seems to me that strategies that have been
developed to deal with money are useful to deal with digitalisation.
Getting some of it. Slowing it down. Breaking it above.
HK: The information market and the capital market seem to be
melting into one another.
DH: I’m interested in the biodiversity market. The particular ways
that genetic diversity in crops, human tissues, animals, potentially
interesting pharmaceutical materials - the many ways that
biodiversity, it’S a new word, only a few years old, a new thing and has been produced very fast. and there are really big stakes
around it.
HK: It’s one of these networked entities you’re interested in
DH: And it’s right in the middle of technoculture, of justice
struggles and sovereignty struggles. Where the action is!
HK: Let’s talk about sex! ‘Sex is a dangerous modern innovation’.
Certainly the Australian cyberdyke crowd
DH: Formidable people. Australian feminists terrify me! Aren’t
they impressive? These are my models.
HK: They’re really into the liberation of pleasure. The cyborg thing
- it seems to me that there has been a sea change in feminism
around the issue of pleasure. The seventies model maybe
degenerated into a set of prohibitions, a kind of moralising
discourse. The thing that got turned into PC by the right. And now

the cyborg seems to have given everyone an excuse to start playing
again. For which many people are thanking you.
DH: You never know where your progeny are going to land. I
thought I’d taught her to behave better than that. Some people
were mad at me for making the cyborg female. It turns out that
there are high stakes about the gender of the cyborg. My cyborg
was bad girl - because I’m such a good girl I needed this alter ego
to keep me honest. At least in the US, and I think the same thing’s
true in the UK, one of the really positive things about both gay and
women’s liberation was the vitality about issues or pleasure and
eros. for all the fuckups - which were multiple - the screw ups
around everything from promiscuity to death - I think that what
we’ve forgotten about the whole thing is that there was a really
serious rea

rmation of pleasure - and that IS part of freedom -

and pleasure need not be the indulgence of the rich. It’s
complicated, it’s always fraught, always messed up, never
innocent - but there’s something life-a

rming about sex. And

that that really truly got lost in among other things the terrible
issues around AIDS, and the complicated issues around
pornography, sexploitation - but it’s important to remember that
part of freedom is eros.
[chat about Australia, Warwick University cyberculture,
mediation]
DH: ...How do you form a good enough common language? Not the
dream of a perfect language. Just good enough. How do you make
people aware of the metaphoricity of their own ‘stu ’. Things they
felt literal. What forms the consciousness of metaphoricity around
what seems most natural, least metaphoric?

HK: You raise the possibility of a ‘non-instrumental’ science
DH: I think the thing about control and manipulation that bothers
me is that so much of science is produced in aid of wealthy and
often militarised projects.
HK: I was fascinated by what you wrote about the human genome
project - about the immune system driving a truck through any
notion of a simple, stable human genome.
DH: I think any area of biology explodes simple ideas of genetic
determinism - the popular doctrines of genetics that we’ve got
oating around magazine culture and elsewhere are crazy. The
levels of complexity, connectivity and multiple determination are
inescapable. Professional scientists are as likely to give you
ridiculous metaphors as anyone else
HK: Do you think the human genome project is purely being
conducted to give biology a ‘big project’ like particle accelerators?
DH: I actually don’t think that’s true. Again, it’s messier than that.
If I have any kind of common line about everything it’s that - it’s
messier than that! Because - on the one hand you’ve got this idea
and big names and big egos and big money. On the other hand you
also have these Niagara falls of sequenced data and gene=mapping
data and distributed centres for producing all of this. This
information is built into other aspects of biology. You’re talking
about diversity stu , animal behaviour stu
[science ction]

- it’s worth doing.

DH: I’m not a broad science ction reader. I read a small family of
writers - Samuel Delaney, John Varley, Joanna Russ, Pat Cadigan I think Synners is an amazing book. Sheri Tepper [TK} is OK
[They mumble until fade...]
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