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Cyberquake: Haraway’s Manifesto'

The overused term ,,ground-breaking always invokes for me images of pickaxes and
bulldozers chuming up undeveloped land. This is not quite the right word for Donna
Haraway’s ,,A Manifesto for Cyborgs* (1985), which behaved more like the seismic
center of an earthquake that jolted many out of their categorical certainties as it shifted
the terrain of debate about culture and identity in the late 20th century. This chapter is
concerned with the earthquake effects of the Cyborg Manifesto? in academia and
cyberculture more generally. 1 cannot claim any overarching objectivity: 1 was a
student of Haraway’s during the 1980s, and have been familiar with the essay from its
pre-history (Haraway 1991a, 244 n.1) to its breakthrough with the notion of the
cyborg, following its career through various published, republished, and re-edited
versions, not to mention spin-off interviews and elaborations. Rather, I practice what
Haraway (1988) calls a , situated knowledge™: partial, with inevitable blind spots, and
very much part of the field it examines (in a very practical way as well, since my career

has directly benefited from Haraway’s renowned generosity in citing her students’
works).

The longer version of this chapter looks first at key ideas of the Manifesto itself,
concentrating on the first section of that work, but in the context of a colloquium on
cyberfeminism I assumed familiarity with Manifesto and concentrate on the contexts in
which the work was received, and an evaluation of some of its effects, which I liken
(via a familiar Californian metaphor) to an earthquake with aftershocks. This is not an
altempt to provide a comprehensive and detailed survey of just how widely the ideas in
Haraway’s essay have been disseminated and how deeply they have influenced
feminist and cybercultural scholarship. Instead, my more modest aim is to identify
some of the theoretical and metaphorical features which made the Manifesto
particularly valuable and relevant both to feminist scholars and a diversity of creative
participants in the computerized world of the late 20th century.

The one part of the Manifesto I would remind the reader of is the chart below, which is
an important framework for Haraway’s distinctions between cultural and scientific
formations in the earlier and later parts of the 20" century. A key argument in the
Cyborg Manifesto was that feminists couldn’t hope to analyse the lifeworld and
political possibilities represented on the right hand side of the chart — the ‘informatics
of domination’ — with feminist terms solely based on the formations of the left hand
side — “white capitalist patriarchy’.

' This paper is a shortened version of a chapter commissioned for Prefiguring Cyberculture, an

intellectual history of cyberculture and cybercultural studies edited by Darren Toffs, Annemarie
Johnson and Alessio Cavallaro, to be published by MIT Press, Massachussets, and Power
Publications, Sydney, in 2002. The author and ZiF would like to thank the editors for permission to
publish it here.

Haraway’s Manifesto was also published in German, See: Haraway, Donna (1995): Ein Manifest fiir
Cyborgs. Feminismus im Streit mit den Technowissenschaften. In: Haraway, Donna: Die
Neuerfindung der Natur. Primaten, Cyborgs und Frauen. Hrsg. und eingeleitet von C. Hammer und
I. StieB. Frankfurt/New York: Campus Verlag, S. 33-72.
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Representation

Bourgeois novel, realism
Organism

Depth, integrity

Heat

Biology as clinical practice
Physiology

Small group

Perfection

Eugenics

Decadence, Magic Mountain
Hygiene

Microbiology, tuberculosis
Organic division of labor
Functional specialization
Reproduction

Organic sex role specialization
Biological determinism
Community ecology
Racial chain of being
Scientific management in home/
Family/market/factory
Family wage
Public/private
Nature/culture
Cooperation

Freud

Sex

Labor

Mind

Second world war

White capitalist patriarchy

Simulation

Science fiction, postmodernism
Biotic component

Surface boundary

Noise

Biology as inscription
Communications engineering
Subsystem

Optimization

Population control
Obsolescence, future shock
Stress management
Immunology, AIDS
Ergonomics/cybernetics of labor
Modular construction
Replication

Optimal genetic strategies
Evolutionary inertia, constraints
Ecosystem

Neo-imperialism, United Nations humanism
Global factory/electronic cottage
Women in the integrated circuit
Comparable worth

Cyborg citizenship

Fields of difference
Communication enhancement
Lacan

Genetic engineering

Robotics

Artificial intelligence

Star wars

Informatics of domination
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The earthquake effects of the Manifesto

Something that becomes a ,cult text”, as Constance Penley and Andrew Ross called it
(Penley and Ross 1991, 1), a text read widely beyond the usual feminist and academic
circles, does so not just because it shakes things up (which it did), or because it
contains pearls of universal wisdom (which it surely does), but also because in certain
ways it fits in with the preoccupations of its times: there is a context that makes it
relevant and meaningful; there are readers sharing questions with the text and ready to
be moved by it; there are foundational concepts already shaky and ready to crumble.
Exuberant, expansive, perhaps over-responsible, and certainly ambitiously synthetic,
with its own suggestive flaws and fissures, the chimerical assemblage of elements that

is Haraway’s Manifesto was capable of bearing many readings by highly divergent
audiences.

Haraway's ironic dream of a common language of technologically mediated hybridity
and a politics of perverse affinity eventually became almost de rigeur reading for
anyone within the growing field of ,technocultural* studies and especially what some
have called ,cyberstudies™ or ,,cybercultural studies,” as well as cultural studies of
technoscience (Penley and Ross 1991; Aronowitz et al 1996). Appealing to a wide
range of readerships, the Manifesto’s cyborg managed to insinuate itself into diverse
discursive spaces, from feminist political theories of anthropology,’ ethnic identities,
and lesbian and queer sexualities (for example, Sandoval 1991, 1995a, 1995b; Morton
1999), to studies of science fiction literature and film (for example, Bukataman 1993,
Springer 1996, McCaffery 1991, Csisery-Ronay 1991); she is invoked in papers on
postmodern pedagogy (Bigum 1991, Green and Bigum 1993); in studies of cosmetic
surgery, reproductive technologies, and female body building (Balsamo 1996 ), in
relation to architecture (Vidler 1992), postmodern war (Gray 1995, Edwards 1995) and
feminist theology (Graham 1999 and forthcoming).

The vocabulary of cyborgism was found relevant for discussing a range of cultural and
technological phenomena, from mundane computer and videogame interactions, or
human interactions mediated by computers and the Internet, to more extreme examples
of anything involving physical and virtual intimacies between humans and machines,
especially where the latter were seen to exert some type of agency. This included
artworks involving bionic bodies such as Stelarc’s third arm and more recent gestures
towards the ,,posthuman* (Dery 1996, especially 153--167, 229--256), or interactions
between human and nonhuman elements (such as in interactive artworks in digital
media or installations fitted with responsive sensors). The cyborg could be invoked in
relation to engineering and biomedical advances that produced new genetic hybrids (a
favorite theme in cyberfiction and its precursors), or which coupled humans to bionic
components, whether to prolong life beyond its ,,natural” term (as in Gibson’s example
of the ,,posthuman* person connected to all kinds of life-support systems), or to allow
existence in inhospitable environments like the inside of a nuclear reactor, outer space,
or the deep ocean (one of Haraway’s favorite cyborg images was of a deep sea diver in
a pupa-like casing), or to afford entry into virtual worlds (like the ,jacked in“ hackers
of Gibson’s and Cadigan's cyberfictions, directly interfacing their brains with
cyberspace; sece Balsamo 1993). Itself a science-fictional creature emergent at the
interface of theory and imagination, the mythic figure of the cyborg was at home in the
blurred boundaries between present reality and the heralded near-future presaged in the
boosterist discourses around IT, the wechnohype,” and ,,cyberbabble.*

3

See the articles on cyborg anthropology in Gray 1995.
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The Manifesto was predictably of interest to feminists in the fields of labor studies as
well as the already established area of feminist science and technology studies, with
people interested in a range of matters from the history of women scientists, gender
and computer education, nontraditional trades for women, and international divisions
of labor by race and gender, to issues of gender, epistemology, and ontology in
science. It helped clarify differences between techno- and eco- oriented feminists, and
those who didn’t subscribe to cosmic feminism could find in Haraway a voice that
validated a range of other approaches to studying, interpreting, dreaming, and
mythologizing about the woman -- technoscience -- world relation. -

Haraway's manifesto also spoke to the (mainly academic) feminists who were getting
bored with the old critiques of dualisms, dissatisfied with the essentialisms of identity
politics and strictures of political correctness, pained by the impasses between white
women and their many ,others,” intrigued by the ,bad girls" of the radical sex
movement, and in search of political and intellectual affinities that didn’t depend on
shared natural origins, victimhood, or oppression. The term ,,patriarchy” seemed pretty
well past its use-by date for those theorists looking for new ways to frame feminist
cultural critique of the globalized capitalist world. Just when the (mainly white male)
postmodernists were proclaiming the death of the subject and the end of metanarratives
(Jameson 1984), the Cyborg Manifesto -- offering its own myths along with the
various utopian and US Third World Women’s writings it drew upon -- celebrated a
different vision of a new kind of fractured subject, for whom partiality, hybridity, and
lack of a single smooth identity or wholeness did not imply death, but on the contrary,
invoked the possibility for connectedness and survival beyond innocence in an impure
world.

Foucault was big and getting bigger in the US in the 1980s, and the Foucaultian
dimensions of Haraway’s work, including ideas of how the operations of power could
involve resistance, pleasure, and perversity were legible to this broader academic
readership. Perhaps because she labels the Manifesto ,socialist feminist,” thus putting
the reader off the Foucaultian scent, Haraway is not lined up with ,,the usual suspects™
of Foucaultian feminists. Arguably she deserves to be, since she takes Foucault on
board, and critically develops his notions of biopower and biopolitics into her
(post)Foucaultian notions of the ,informatics of domination" and ,,technobiopower"
(Haraway 1997, 11--12). Moreover, she does actually undertake a complex discourse
analysis of a particular science -- primatology (Haraway 1989a) -- which 1s more than
many a credentialed Foucaultian femimist!

The Manifesto’s publication coincided with the peak of textual studies and the
linguistic turn in cultural theory. Its descriptions of cyborg as a kind of etched surface,
and its notions of information and coding, fitted in well with some of the feminist
psychoanalytic-textual analysis that understood gender in terms of language, codes,
and signs. Hence the Manifesto’s cyborg gained a life within feminist theories of
gender and representation. For example, Judith Halberstam interprets this cyborg as
something that ,,posits femininity as automation, a coded masquerade™ (1991, 449) .
With reference to Turing’s theories of computer intelligence, Halberstam argues that
gender is also not innate or essential, but ,,a learned, imitative behavior that can be
programmed” (443), so that both femininity and masculinity are ,,always mechanical

*  For example, in the History of Consciousness PhD) program at the University of California, Santa

Cruz (where Haraway has been since 1980), students of the 1981 Theory and Methods serminar had
to read Josué V. Harari's Textual Strategies: Perspectives in Post-Structuralist Criticism (Ithaca,
NY: Comnell University Press, 1979) which in view of its woman-free line-up of post-structuralists
we renamed Sexual Tragedies.
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and artificial” (454), forms of simulation or masquerade that become lived realities.

The female cyborg figure offers resistance to ,static conceptions of gender and
technology*:

The intelligent and female cyborg thinks gender, processes power, and converts a
binary system of logic into a more intricate network. As a metaphor, she challenges the
correspondences such as maternity and femininity or female and emotion. As a
metonym, she embodies the impossibility of distinguishing between gender and its
representation. (Halberstam 1991, 454)

Similar themes are explored by Sadie Plant (1994, 1995, 1998), who links women to
machines, especially computers, not only in terms of metaphors of weaving, networks,
and the matrix, but importantly in terms of their shared capacities for simulation (pace
feminist philosopher Luce Irigaray’s notion of mimesis): , it is always as machinery for
the reproduction of the same that women and information technology first sell
themselves™ (Plant 1995, 59). Although she shares Haraway’s interest in the libratory
and subversive potentials of an alignment between women and the powerful
communications and networking machines of the information age, Plant is also
[rigarayan, and manages at once to be both more , machinic* and more ,essentialist*
than Haraway, linking the automatic qualities of intelligent machines to the
experiences of species being and reproduction which have traditionally defined
women. Haraway was looking for empowering metaphors that didn’t rely on birthing
and definitions of women as natural. In a related paper, Plant writes that while man
may be shattered by the revelation of multiple and machinic intelligences after ,,two

and a half thousand years of sole agency,” woman is ,,already in touch with her own
abstract machinery" for she:

... has never had a unified role. Mirror, screen, commodity, means of communication
and reproduction, carrier and weaver, carer and whore, machine assemblage in service

of the species, a general purpose system of simulation and self-stimulation. While man
connected himself to the past, woman was always in touch with the virtual matter of her

own functioning. This is the connection which has constituted her so-called missing

part: the imperceptible necessity of every machine (Plant 1994, 6--7; see also Plant
1995, 58).

Thus the historical denial of agency and subjectivity to women, their relegation as
machinic apparatuses obeying species imperatives, is seen to give them an ,,edge” with
respect to the emergent future of cyborg life where both machines and women evade
control by the men who have become peripheral to their functioning.

Whereas Plant’s cyberfeminism celebrates the machinic agency of both woman and
nature (,,species™ as mechanism), and Halberstam (1991) emphasizes the automated
character of the feminine identity (gender and information as masquerades, codes),
~environmental feminist* Stacey Alaimo (1994) rejects Haraway’s cyborg metaphor as
~inimical not only to an environmental feminism but also to any politics that opposes
the military industrial complex*; she prefers Haraway’s figure of nature as a witty
agent like the Native American trickster figure, ,the wily Coyote and an artifactual
nature seem more effective agents for an environmental politics™ (Alaimo 1994, 149).
In Alaimo’s post-Harawayan ecofeminism, women and nature are to be aligned again,
not as passive victims, but as active agents in political affinity with each other (150) --
though how exactly this happens is not spelled out.*
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For a variety of other views and the cyborg/goddess issue see Lykke & Braidotti 1996; for a view on

Haraway as an ecofeminist, albeit of a non-essentialist, non-goddess worshiping variety, sce
Sturgeon 1997.
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Although Haraway’s account of the cyborg and cyborg politics is amenable to a
textualist reading, it also, as Alaimo emphasizes, disrupts and goes beyond textualism
because of its insistence on a real and material dimension to the world that evades and
often tricks language: for Haraway the world is emphatically not a tabula rasa which
can be written on and reshaped any way we want it. Nonhuman entities set their own
limits to their inscribability. Kathleen Woodward describes the Manifesto as ,,the most
seminal [piece] in articulating the importance of biotechnology in contemporary
cultural criticism* which achieved this by ,smuggling, as it were, the subject of
biotechnology into an essay that deals with communication technology” (Woodward
1999 . 286). This seems to me an awkward oversimplification of the previously
discussed perspectives on the centrality of communications metaphors in post--World
War II biology, as well as the ANT notions of ,material-semiotic objects.” These
perspectives understand entities to be shaped out of contingent interactions with
heterogenous others, in what John Law describes as a ,ruthless application of
semiotics (Law 1999, 3) to the material world, whose constituents, analogously to
phonemes and morphemes of language, are not essentially given, but shaped in their
distinctions from other elements. 1 attribute the ,earthquake" effect of the Cyborg
Manifesto (and its close relatives, Haraway 1988, 1989b, 1991b, 1992) as arising in
large part from the way it introduces terms and ideas from social studies of science,
especially actor-network theory, into debates in feminist theory and political struggles
for identity and subjectivity (especially by US Third World Women; Sandoval 1991),
and from there into a wide range of textual and cultural studies. Perhaps even more
important than Haraway’s inspirational and clarifying effects within her own science
studies field are those enabling effects on feminist scholars more peripheral to that
field. As Nina Lykke suggests (Lykke 1996, 20--22), putting constructionism onto an
interdisciplinary feminist science studies agenda allows people from humanities fields,
including semiotics, narratological, and discourse studies, to make a contribution from
somewhere not completely outside science.

Despite the wildly inclusive scope of the Manifesto, readers who’ve looked to 1t or its
author to provide some overarching theory of the lot are inevitably disappointed.
Haraway is no great meta-theorist and she does not assume the omniscient god position
on any field, not even her own work. In the early 1980s she could barely name what it
was she was doing. 1 suggested it was a semiotics of technology, but we both knew that
didn’t quite capture all the dimensions she wanted to bring together when deciphering
objects and artifacts: more than semiotics, she was working on the cultural logic of
globalization as expressed in the shape of reality itself, condensed into the very being
of the object. Becoming progressively more articulate about her method, Haraway was
able to develop more fully the notion of figuration central to her method in
Modest Witness:

1 emphasize figuration to make explicit and inescapable the tropic quality of all
material-semiotic processes, especially in technoscience. For example, think of a
small set of objects into which lives and worlds are built -- chip, gene, seed, fetus,
database, bomb, race, brain, ecosystem. This mantra-like list is made up of imploded
atoms or dense nodes that explode into entire worlds of practice. The chip, seed, or
gene is simultaneously literal and figurative. We inhabit and are inhabited by such
figures that map universes of knowledge, practice, and power. To read such maps
with mixed and differential literacies and without the totality, appropriations,
apocalyptic disasters, comedic resolutions, and salvation histories of seculanzed
Christian realism is the task of the mutated modest witness (Haraway 1997, 11).

Later in the book she describes the objects on this list as:






