Instead of summarizing the Haraway, and making critical comments, I’ll use this wrap in order to quickly define three terms/concepts important to understanding Haraway and her “Cyborg Manifesto”—postmodernism, deconstruction, and articulation.  I’ll then say something about the political significance of these terms in Haraway’s thinking.

The first term is “postmodernism.”  Haraway used “postmodern” and variations of the word—not unlike other cultural studies scholars—a bit differently than, say, artist and art historians tend to use the term.  Obviously, by using the “post-“ in “postmodern” Haraway tried to address what comes/came after modernism.  To her, modernism, as fed by thinking that stemmed from the Enlightenment (especially science, like that of Linnaeus), gave birth to –isms like racism, sexism, and heterosexism.  This—and I have written about this in previous wraps—became possible as those with power to construct the “other” did so in a binary vein.  Significantly, a postmodernist intellectual like Haraway linked the wielding of binaries to power.  

The second term is “deconstruction,” which is most closely connected to the work of the French poststructuralist philosopher Jacques Derrida.  Derrida referred to deconstruction as a method.  As a method, deconstruction represented a way to understand modernist power as exercised by constructions contained in texts, may they be texts like films, novels, paintings, political legislation, everyday speech.  Postmodernists like Derrida and Haraway argued that, deconstructed, the binary basis of modernist power become undone.  That is, once the binary foundation of modern “–isms” came under close scrutiny and started to be taken a part in discourse, the “-isms” made possible by the binaries became undone.

The third term is “articulation.”  This term—or at least some semblance of the concept—was important in the work of Louis Althusser (especially the essay “Contradiction and Overdeterminism) and in the work of Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe (esp. Hegemony and Socialist Strategy).  Althusser explicitly rejected Marx’—but, really, readings of Marx—historical determinism, where class is the single lens through which power and the play for power should be understood.  Althusser, and Laclau and Mouffe, open marxism up by stressing that class identity and interests interact with racial identity and racial interests, for example, in the play for power.  This allowed for the incorporation of “multiple “-isms” in order to understand plays for power in complex terms….Not only did you get the realization of multiple “-isms,” you got the realization of multiple constructs (racial, gendered, sexualized, etc.) which could be intersected with each other.  So, you got identities at the intersection of race-gender –sexuality where the black “progressive” (a new lesbian style, prominent amongst black lesbians under, say, 25) who is both black and queer at the same time.  Articulating these identities—could be more than two—helped to understand the interlocking oppressions directed at and confronted by, in this case, black “progressives.”  This way of thinking about power was important, especially as states build upon Marx’ thought—i. e., the Soviet Union and its “satellite” states and Yugoslovia—started to become undone in the 1970s and 1980s.  It was important as, for example, people of color fell in and out with marxist thinking, and the tension centrally revolved around the salience of race and racism in relation to class.  And this was a race that was not subservient to class as causal factor.  (See the journal Rethinking Marxism, an important academic source for “postmarxist” thinking.  And the “post-“ in “postmarxist” is very much connected to the above “post-“.  It has been very much an attempt to maintain the marxist emphasis on material conditions, without imbibing what many postmarxists regard as postmodernist excesses—like the whole idea of a “postbody.”  See Rethinking Marxism, e. g.,, volume 3, no. 3-4 from 1990, and Rethinking Marxism, volume 4, number 1 from 1991 on the importance of Althusser to this mode of thinking.)

How do these terms help you to understand Haraway?

Haraway is all about deconstructing binaries—male/female, man/woman, human/animal, human/machine, etc.  Her cyborg would—she provocatively posits—be the beginning of the end of binaries, not to mention the oppressions (or “-isms”) that go along with the binaries.  The cyborg has the effect of deconstructing these binaries.  Cyborgs help to bring forth a “post-“ world—postmodern, postrace, postbody, posteverything. 

This is all consistent with the socialism promoted by Haraway.  Her socialism—not unlike the socialist models growing from the postmarxism of Althusser and Laclau and Mouffe—becomes real with the reign of the cyborg able to articulate binaries which have historically served as tools of the powerful.

Well, well, that’s it.

Haraway’s “Cyborg Manifesto” operated at a couple more pragmatic levels.  If folks actively understood themselves as living at the intersections (on the hyphen as some call it), it becomes easier for the white working class woman to see her fate as, at least in part, linked to the fate of black working class men on the basis of class because the binary of race has been deconstructed making it possible for the realization of multiple subject positions to come into view.  This, though, might be seen as only the beginning for Haraway as she envisioned the cyborg.  The ultimate end would be the end of what we now understand to constitute race, gender, sexuality, class, ability, etc.  We’d all be hybrid.  The culture resulting would be marked by pastiche and bricolage.  

A couple of y’all had pointed reactions to this kind of world.  Someone—I think it was Erik with a “k”—noted that essentializing race has been a tool used by those racially subalterned in order to empower themselves just as it has been the tool used by the racially dominant culture to subjugate the racial “other.”  Someone else, in a quiz response, made a similar observation, but in sex-gender terms.  Specifically, the respondent expressed being flustered with Haraway because she does not fully recognize the power of women’s body and sexuality.  Basically, the quiz respondent asserted that Haraway’s gender without gender and sexuality without sexuality erases the (fluid and dynamic) category, “Woman.”

A couple of feminist of color (or “Third World feminists,” as they would probably prefer to be called) sought to address the concerns of Erik with a “k” and the quiz respondent.  First, Gayatri Spivak, astute to the power of modernism and the need to deconstruct modernist binaries, eventually advocated what she called a “strategic essentialism.”  For Spivak, “strategic essentialism” encouraged group essentialism at points, strategic points, obviously, but not always.  Perhaps Gloria Anzaldua provided a better model as presented in her essay “Bridge, Drawbridge, Sandbar or Island.”  Basically, Anzaldua promoted a politics where we (as members of a group seeking to build coalitions and alliances) build bridges to other groups.  She thought that at other points we should pull the bridge up, becoming drawbridges, severing those links to other groups.    At other points, she suggested that we needed to be sandbars, whose borders change with the tides; it’s much more fluid, dynamic, etc.  Finally, at points, Anzaldua argued for a politics where we are islands—basically essentialists—cutting ourselves off from other groups. 

