Chapter 58

Donna Haraway

THE PERSISTENCE OF VISION

[I] WOULD LIKE to proceed by placing metaphorical reliance on a much
maligned sensory system in feminist discourse: vision. Vision can be good
for avoiding binary oppositions. I would like to insist on the embodied nature of all
vision, and so reclaim the sensory system that has been used to signify a leap out -
of the marked body and into a conquering gaze from nowhere. This is the gaze that
mythically inscribes all the marked bodies, that makes the unmarked category claim
the power to see and not be seen, to represent while escaping representation. This
gaze signifies the unmarked positions of Man and White, one of the many nasty
tones of the word objectivity to feminist ears in scientific and technological, late
industrial, militarized, racist, and male dominant societies, that is, there, in the belly
of the monster, in the United States in the late 1980s. I would like a doctrine of
embodied objectivity that accommodates paradoxical and critical feminist science
projects: feminist objectivity means quite simply situated knowledges.

The eyes have been used to signify a perverse capacity — honed to perfection
in the history of science tied to militarism, capitalism, colonialism, and male
supremacy — to distance the knowing subject from everybody and everything in the
interests of unfettered power. The instruments of visualization in multinationalist,
postmodernist culture have compounded these meanings of dis-embodiment. The
visualizing technologies are without apparent limit; the eye of any ordinary primate
like us can be endlessly enhanced by sonography systems, magnetic resonance imag-
ing, artificial intelligence-linked graphic manipulation systems, scanning electron
microscopes, computer-aided tomography scanners, colour-enhancement tech-
niques, satellite surveillance systems, home and office VDTs, cameras for every
purpose from filming the mucous membrane lining the gut cavity of a marine
worm living in the vent gases on a fault between continental plates to mapping a
planetary hemisphere elsewhere in the solar system. Vision in the technological feast
becomes unregulated gluttony; all perspective gives way to infinitely mobile vision,
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which no longer seems just mythically about the god-trick of seeing everything from
nowhere, but to have put the myth into ordinary practice. And like the god-trick
this eye fucks the world to make techno-monsters. Zoe Sofoulis (1988)Qcalls tb;;
the canmibal-eve of masculinist, extra-terrestrial projects for excremental sccond
birthing. '

N A tribute to this ideology of direct, devouring, generative, and unrestricted
vision, whose technological mediations are simultaneously celebrated and presented
as utterly transparent, the volume celebrating the 100th anniversary of the National
Geographic Society closes its survey of the magazine’s quest literature, effected
fhrougl: ‘its amazing photography, with two juxtaposed chapters. The first is on

Space,” introduced by the epigraph, “The choice is the universe — or nothing’ (Bryan
1987: 352). Indeed. This chapter recounts the exploits of the space race and displays
the colour-enhanced ‘snapshots’ of the outer planets reassembled from digitah'zzd
signals transmitted across vast space to let the viewer ‘experience’ the moment of
d'iscovery in immediate vision of the ‘object.” These fabulous objects come to us
simultaneously as indubitable recordings of what is simply there and as heroic feats
of techno-scientific production. The next chapter is the twin of outer space: ‘Inner
Space,’” introduced by the epigraph, ‘The stuff of stars has come alive’ (Bryan 1987:
454). Here, the reader is brought into the realm of the infinitesimal, objectified b};
means of radiation outside the wave lengths that ‘normally’ are perceived by hominid
primates, i.e. the beams of lasers and scanning electron microscopes, whose signals
are processed into the wonderful full-colour snapshots of defending T cells and
invading viruses.

But of course that view of infinite vision is an illusion, a god-trick. I would like
to suggest how our insisting metaphorically on the particularity and embodiment of
all vision (though not necessarily organic embodiment and inchiding technological
mediation), and not giving in to the tempting myths of vision as a route to disern-
bodiment and second-birthing, allows us to construct a usable, but not an innocent
doctrine of objectivitv. T want a feminist writing of the body that mctaphor‘icaH\"
emphasizes vision again, because we need to reclaim that sénsc to find our wa;'
through all the visualizing tricks and powers of modern sciences and technologie;
that have transformed the objectivity dcbates. We need to learn in our bodies
endowed with primate color and stereoscopic vision, how to attach the objectiv;.
to our theoretical and political scanners in order to name where we are and are
not, in dimensions of mental and physical space we hardly know how to name.
So, not so perversely, objectivity turns out to be about particular and specific
embodiment, and definitely not about the false vision promising transcendence
of all limits and responsibility. The moral is simple: only partial perspective
promises objective vision. This is an objective vision that initiates, rather than closes
off, the problem of responsibility for the generativity of all visual practices. Partial
perspective can be held accountable for both its promising and its destructive
monsters. All Western cultural narratives about objectivity are allegories of the
ideologies of the relations of what we call mind and body, of distance and respon-
sibility, embedded in the science question in feminism. Feminist objectivity is about
limited location and situated knowledge, not about transcendence and splitting of
:ubject and object. In this way we might become answerable for what we learn how
o see.

ﬁ‘
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These are lessons which I learned in part walking with my dogs and wondering
how the world looks without a fovea and verv few retinal cells for color vision, but
with a huge neural processing and sensory area for smells. It is a lesson available
from photographs of how the world looks to the compound eves of an insect, or
even from the camera eye of a spy satellite or the digitally transmitted signals of
space pmbe-perceived differences ‘near’ Jupiter that have been transformed into
coffee-table colour photographs. The ‘eyes’ made available in modern technological
sciences shatter any idea of passive vision; these prosthetic devices show us that all
eyes, including our own organic ones, are active perceptual systems, building in
translations and specific ways of seeing, that is, ways of life. There is no unmedi-
ated photograph or passive camera obscura in scientific accounts of bodies and
machines; there arc only highly specific visual possibilitics, cach witha wonderfully
detailed, active, partial way of organizing worlds. All these pictures of the world
should not be allegories of infinite mobility and interchangeability, but of elaborate
specificity and difference and the loving care people might take to learn how to see
faithfully from another’s point of view, even when the other is our own machine.
That’s not alienating distance; that's a possible allegory for feminist versions of
objectivity. Understanding how these visual systems work, technically, socially, and
psychically ought to be a way of embodying feminist objectivity.

Many currents ‘in feminism attempt to theorize on the grounds for trusting
especially the vantage points of the subjugated; there is good reason to believe vision
is better from below the brilliant space platforms of the powerful (Hartsock 1983;
Sandoval n.d.; Harding 1986; Anzaldiia 1987). Linked to this suspicion, this chapter
is an argument for sitnated and embodied knowledges and against various forms of
unlocatable, and so irresponsible, knowledge claims. Irresponsible means unable to
be called into account. There is a premium on establishing the capacity to see from
the peripheries and the depths. But here lies a serious danger of romanticizing and/or
appropriating the vision of the less powerful while claiming to see from their
positions. To see from below is neither easilv learned nor unproblematic, even if

‘we’ ‘naturally’ inhabit the great underground terrain of subjugated knowledges.
The positionings of the subjugated are not exempt from critical re-examination,
decoding, deconstruction, and intcrpretation; that is, from both semiological and
hermeneutic modes of critical enquiry. The standpoints of the subjugated are not
‘innocent’ positions. On the contrary, they are preferred because in principle they
are least likely to allow denial of the critical and interpretative core of all know-
ledge. They are savvy to modes of denial through repression, forgetting, and
disappearing acts — ways of being nowhere while claiming to see comprehensively.
The subjugated have a decent chance to be on to the god-trick and all its dazzling
— and, therefore, blinding — illuminations. ‘Subjugated’ standpoints are preferred
because they seem to promise more adequate, sustained, objective, transforming
accounts of the world. But how to see from below is a problem requiring at least
as much skill with bodies and language, with the mediations of vision, as the ‘highest’
techno-scientific visualizations.

Such preferred positioning is as hostile to various forms of relativism as to the
most explicitly totalizing versions of claims to scientific authority. But the alterna-
tive to relativism is not totalization and single vision, which is always finally the
unmarked category whose power depends on systematic narrowing and obscuring.
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The alternative to relativism is partial, locatable, critical knowledges sustaining the
possibility of webs of connections called solidarity in politics and shared conversa-
tions in epistemology. Relativism is a way of being nowhere while claiming to be
everywhere equally. The ‘equality’ of positioning is a denial of responsibility and
critical enquiry. Relativism is the perfect mirror twin of totalization in the ideolo-
gies of objectivity; both deny the stakes in location, embodiment, and partia]
perspective; both make it impossible to see well. Relativism and totalization are
both ‘god-tricks’ promising vision from everywhere and nowhere equally and fully

common myths in rhetorics surrounding science. But it is precisely in the politic;
and epistemology of partial perspectives that the possibility of sustained, rationa]

objective enquiry rests. ,

S0, with many other feminists, I want to argue for a doctrine and practice of
objectivity, that privileges contestation, deconstruction, passionate construction
webbed connections, and hope for transformation of systems of knowledge anci
ways of seeing. But not just any partial perspective will do; we must be hostile to
easy relativisms and holisms built out of summing and subsuming parts. ‘Passionate
detachment’ (Kuhn 1982) requires more than acknowledged and self-critical
partiality. We are also bound to seek perspective from those points of view that
can never be known in advance, which promise something quite extraordinary, that
is, knowledge potent for constructing worlds less organized by axes of dornina’tion.
In such a viewpoint, the unmarked category would really disappear — quite a differ-
ence from simply repeating a disappearing act. The imaginary and the rational — the
visionary and objective vision — hover close together. I think Harding’s plea for a
successor science and for postmodern sensibilities must be read to argue that this
close touch of the fantastic element of hope for transformative knowledge and the
severe check and stimulus of sustained critical enquiry are jointly the ground of any
believable claim to objectivity or rationality not riddled with breathtaking denials
and repressions. It is even possible to read the record of scientific revolutions in
terms of this feminist doctrine of rationality and objectivity. Science has been utopian
and visionary from the start; that is one reason ‘we’ need it.

A commitment to mobile positioning and to passionate detachment is dependent
on the impossibility of innocent ‘identity’ politics and epistemologies as strategies
for seeing from the standpoints of the subjugated in order to see well. One cannot
‘be’ either a cell or molecule — or a woman, colonized person, labourer, and so on
— if one intends to see and see from these positions critically. ‘Being’ is much more
problematic and contingent. Also, one cannot relocate in any possible vantage point
without being accountable for that movement. Vision is always a question of the
power to see —and perhaps of the violence implicit in our visualizing practices. With
whose blood were my eyes crafted? These points also apply to testimony from the
position of ‘oneself.” We are not immediately present to ourselves. Self-knowledge
requires a semiotic-material technology linking meanings and bodies. Self-identity
is a bad visual system. Fusion is a bad strategy of positioning. The boys in the human
sciences have called this doubt about self-presence the ‘death of the subject,” that
single ordering point of will and consciousness. That judgement seems bizarre to
me. | prefer to call this generative doubt the opening of non-isomorphic subjects,
agents, and territories of stories unimaginable from the vantage point of the cyclop-
ian, self-satiated eye of the master subject. The Western eye has fundamentally been
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a wandering eye, a traveling lens. These peregrinations have often been violent and
insistent on mirrors for a conquering self — but not always. Western feminists also
inherit some skill in learning to participate in revisualizing worlds turned upside down
in earth-transforming challenges to the views of the masters. All is not to be done
from scratch.

The split and contradictory self is the one who can interrogate positionings and
be accountable; the one who can construct and join rational conversations and
fantastic imaginings that change history. Splitting, not being, is the privileged image
for feminist epistemologies of scientific knowledge. ‘Splitting” in this context should
be about heterogeneous multiplicities that are simultaneously necessary and inca-
pable of being squashed into isomorphic slots or cumulative lists. This geometry
pertains within and among subjects. The topography of subjectivity is mult-
dimensional; so, therefore, is vision. The knowing self is partial in all its guises,
never finished, whole, simply there and original; it is always constructed and stitched
together imperfectly, and therefore able to join with another, to see together without
claiming to be another. Here is the promise of objectivity: a scientific knower seeks
the subject position not of identity, but of objectivity; that is, partial connection.
There is no way to ‘be’ simultaneously in all, or wholly in any, of the privileged
(subjugated) positions structured by gender, race, nation, and class. And that is a
short list of critical positions. The search for such a “full’ and total position is the
search for the fetishized perfect subject of oppositional history, sometimes appearing
in ferninist theory as the essentialized Third World Woman (Mohanty 1984).
Subjugation is not grounds for an ontology; it might be a visual clue. Vision requires
instruments of vision; an optics is a politics of positioning. Instruments of vision
mediate standpoints; there is no immediate vision from the standpoints of the subju-
gated. Identity, including self-identity, does not produce science; critical positioning
does, that is, objectivity. Only those occupying the positions of the dominators are
self-identical, unmarked, disembodied, unmediated, transcendent, born again. It is
unfortunately possible for the subjugated to lust for and even scramble into that
subject position — and then disappear from view. Knowledge from the point of view
of the unmarked is truly fantastic, distorted, and so irrational. The only position
from which objectivity could not possibly be practiced and honoured is the stand-
point of the master, the Man, the One God, whose eye produces, appropriates, and
orders all difference. No one ever accused the God of monotheism of objectivity,
only of indifference. The god-trick is self-identical, and we have mistaken that for
creativity and knowledge, omniscience even.

Positioning is, therefore, the key practice grounding knowledge organized
around the imagery of vision, as so much Western scientific and philosophic
discourse is organized. Positioning implies responsibility for our enabling practices.
It follows that politics and ethics ground struggles for the contests over what may
count as rational knowledge. That is, admitted or not, politics and ethics ground
struggles over knowledge projects in the exact, natural, social, and human sciences.
Otherwise, rationality is simply impossible, an optical illusion projected from
nowhere comprehensively. Histories of science may be powerfully told as histories
of the technologies. These technologies are ways of life, social orders, practices of
visualization. Technologies are skilled practices. How to see? Where to see from?
What limits to vision? What to see for? Whom to see with? Who gets to have more
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than one point of view? Who gets blinkered? Who wears blinkers? Who interprets
the visual field? What other sensory powers do we wish to cultivate besides vision?
Moral and political discourse should be the paradigm of rational discourse in th(;_
imagerv and technologies of vision. Sandra Harding’s claim, or observation, that
movements of social revolution have most contributed to improvements in sc,ience
might be read as a claim about the knowledge consequences of new technologies of
positioning. But [ wish Harding had spent more time remembering that sociil and
s?lf’zntlﬁc revolutions have not always been liberatory, even if they have always been
visionary. Perhaps this point could be captured in another phrase: the science ques-
tion in the military. Struggles over what will count as rational accounts of the world
are struggles over how to see. The terms of vision: the science question in colonial-
ism; the science question in exterminisin (Sofoulis 1988); the science question in
feminism.

The issue in politically engaged attacks on various empiricisms, reductionisms,
or other versions of scientific authority should not be relativism, but location. A
dichotomous chart expressing this point might look like this:

universal rationality ethnophilosophies
common language heteroglossia

new organon deconstruction

unified field theory oppositional positioning
world system ‘ local knowledges
master theory webbed accounts

But a dichotomous chart misrepresents in a critical way the positions of embodied
objectivity which I am trying to sketch. The primarv distortion is the illusion of
symunetry in the chart’s dichotomy, making any posit{on appear, first, simply alter-
native and, second, mutually exclusive. A map of tensions and resonances between
the fixed ends of a charged dichotomy better represents the potent politics and epis-
temologies of embodied, therefore accountable, objectivity. For example, local
knowledges have also to be in tension with the productive Jstructurings that7 force
unequal translations and exchanges — material and semiotic — within the webs
of knowledge and power. Webs can have the property of systematicity, even of
centrally structured global systems with deep filaments and tenacious tendrils into
time, space, and consciousness, the dimensions of world history. Feminist account-
ability requires a knowledge tuned to resonance, not to dichotomy. Gender is a
field of structured and structuring difference, where the tones of extreme localiza-
tion, of the intimately personal and individualized body, vibrate in the same field
with global high-tension emissions. Feminist embodiment, then, is not about fixed
location in a reified body, female or otherwise, but about nodes in fields, inflec-
tions in orientations, and responsibility for difference in material-semiotic fields of
meaning. Embodiment is significant prosthesis; objectivity cannot be about fixed
vision when what counts as an object is precisely what world history turns out to
be about.

How should one be positioned in order to see in this situation of tensions, reson-
ances, transformations, resistances, and complicities? Here, primate vision is not
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immediately a very powerful metaphor or technology for feminist political-
cpistcmologica] clarification, since it seems to present to consciousness a]ready
processed and objectified fields; things seem already fixed and distanced. But the
vistal metaphor allows one to go hevond fixed appearances. which are only the end
products. The metaphor invites us to investigate the varied apparatuses of visual
production, including the prosthetic technologies interfaced with our biological eyes
and brains. And here we find highly particular machineries for processing regions
of the electromagnetic spectrum into our pictures of the world. It is in thc intrica-
cies of these visualization technologies in which we are embedded that we will find
metaphors and means for understanding and intervening in the patterns of objecti-
fication in the world, that is, the patterns of reality for which we must be
accountable. In these metaphors, we find means for appreciating simultaneously both
the concrete, ‘real’ aspect and the aspect of semiosis and production in what we
call scientific knowledge.

I am arguing for politics and epistemologies of location, positioning, and
situating, where partiality and not universality is the condition of being heard to make
rational knowledge claims. These are claims on people’s lives; the view from a body,
always a complex, contradictory, structuring and structured body, versus the view
from above, from nowhere, from simplicity. Only the god-trick is forbidden. Herc
is a criterion for deciding the science question in militarism, that dream science/
technology of perfect language, perfect communication, final order.

Ferinism loves another science: the sciences and politics of interpretation,
translation, stuttering, and the partly understood. Feminism is about the sciences
of the multiple subject with (at least) double vision. Feminism is about a critical
vision consequent upon a critical positioning in inhomogeneous gendered social
space. Translation is always interpretative, critical, and partial. Here is a ground
for conversation, rationality, and objectivity — which is power-sensitive, not plural-
ist, ‘conversation.” It is not even the mythic cartoons of physics and mathematics —
incorrectly caricatured in anti-science ideology as exact, hvper-simple knowledges
_ that have come to represent the hostile other to feminist paradigmatic models of
scientific knowledge, but the dreams of the perfectly known in high-technology,
permanently militarized scientific productions and positionings, the god-trick
of a Star Wars paradigm of rational knowledge. So location is about vulnerability;
location resists the politics of closure, finality, or, to borrow [rom Althusser, femi-
nist objectivity resists ‘simplification in the last instance.’ That is because feminist
embodiment resists fixation and is insatiably curious about the webs of differential
positioning. There is no single feminist standpoint because our maps require too
many dimensions for that metaphor to ground our visions. But the feminist stand-
point theorists’ goal of an epistemology and politics of engaged, accountable
positioning remains eminently potent. The goal is better accounts of the world, that
is, ‘science.’

Above all, rational knowledge does not pretend to disengagement: to be from
everywhere and so nowhere, to be free from interpretation, from being repre-
sented, to be fully self-contained or fully formalizable. Rational knowledge is a
process of ongoing critical interpretation among ‘fields’ of interpreters and
decoders. Rational knowledge is power-sensitive conversation (King 1987):
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knowledge:community::knowledge:power
hermeneutics:semiology::critical interpretation:codes.

Decoding and transcoding plus translation and criticism: all are necessary. So science
becomes the paradigmatic model not of closure, but of that which is contestable
and contested. Science becomes the myth not of what escapes human agency and
responsibility in a realm above the fray, but rather of accountability and responsi-
bility for translations and solidarities linking the cacophonous visions and vision
voices that characterize the knowledges of the subjugated. A splitting of sensesmz
confusion of voice and sight, rather than clear and distinct ideas, become tjhe
metaphor for the ground of the rational. We seek not the knowledges ’ruled by phal-
log.ocentrism (nostalgia for the presence of the one true Word) and disembodied
vision, but those ruled by partial sight and limited voice. We do not seek partiality
for its own sake, but for the sake of the connections and unexpected openings that
situated knowledges make possible. The only way to find a larger vision is to be
son‘.lewhere in particular. The science question in feminism is about objectivity as
positioned rationality. Its images are not the products of escape and transcendence
of limits, i.e. the view from above, but the joining of partial views and halting voices
into a collective subject position that promises a vision of the means of ongoin
finite embodiment, of living within limits and contradictions, i.e. of views fron%
somewhere.
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Chapter 59

Anne Balsamo

ON THE CUTTING EDGE

Cosmetic surgery and the technological
production of the gendered body

The biotechnological reproduction of gender

MONG THE MOST intriguing new body technologies developed during the

decade of the 1980s are techniques of visualization that redefine the range of
human perception. New medical imaging technologies such as laparoscopy and
computer tomography (CT) make the body visible in such a way that its internal
status can be accessed before it is laid bare or opened up surgically. Like the tech-
niques that enable scientists to encode and read genetic structures, these new
visualization technologies transform the material body into the visual medium. In
the process the body is fractured and fragmented so that isolated parts can be visually
examined: the parts can be isolated by function, as in organs or neuron receptors,
or by medium, as in fluids, genes, or heat. At the same time, the material body
comes to embody the characteristics of technological images.

When the human body is fractured into organs, fluids, and genetic codes, what
happens to gender identity?Ina technologically deconstructed body, where is gender
located? Gender, like the body, is a boundary concept; it is at once related to the
physiological sexual characteristics of the human body (the natural order of the body)
and to the cultural context within which that body ‘makes sense.’” The widespread
technological refashioning of the ‘natural’ human body suggests that gender too
would be ripe for reconstruction. Advances in reproductive technology already
decouple the act of procreation from the act of sexual intercourse. Laparoscopy has
played a critical role in the assessment of fetal development, with the attendant
consequence that the fetal body has been metaphorically (and sometimes literally)
severed from its natural association with the fernale body and is now proclaimed
to be the new, and most important obstetric patient. What effects do these
biotechnological advances have on cultural definitions of the female body? As is
often the case when seemingly stable boundaries (human /artificial, life/death,





