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A cyborg is a cybernetic organism, a hybrid of machine and organism, a creature of social
reality as well as a creature of fiction. ... Liberation rests on the construction of the
consciousness, the imaginative apprehension of oppression and so of possibility. The cyborg
is a matter of fiction and lived experience that changes what counts as women’s experience in
the late twentieth century. This is a struggle over life and death, but the boundary between
science fiction and social reality is an optical illusion.

Contemporary science fiction is full of cyborgs—creatures simultaneously animal and
machine, who populate worlds ambiguously natural and crafted. Modern medicine is also full
of cyborgs, of couplings between organism and machine . ... Cyborg replication is uncoupled
from organic reproduction.

I am making an argument for the cyborg as a fiction mapping our social and bodily reality . . .

By the late twentieth century, our time, a mythic time, we are all chimeras, theorized and
fabricated hybrids of machine and organism; in short, we are cyborgs. The cyborg is our
ontology; it gives us our politics. The cyborg is a condensed image of both imagination and
material reality . . . . the relations between organism and machine has been a border war . . .”

In a sense, the cyborg has no origin story in the Western sense . . . . The cyborg skips the sense
of original unity, of identification with nature in the Western sense.

Unlike the hopes of Frankenstein’s monster, the cyborg does not expect its father to save it
through a restoration of the garden; that is, through the fabrication of a heterosexual mate,
through its completion in a finished whole, a city and cosmos. ... The cyborg would not
recognize the Garden of Eden; it is not made of mud and cannot dream of returning to dust.

By the late twentieth century in United States scientific culture, the boundary between human
and animal is thoroughly breached. The last beachheads of uniqueness have been polluted if
not turned into amusement parks—language, tool use, social behaviour, mental events,
nothing really convincingly settles the separation of human and animal. And many people no
longer feel the need for such a separation . . . . Biology and evolutionary theory over the last
two centuries have simultaneously produced modern organisms as objects of knowledge and
reduced the line between humans and animals to a faint trace re-etched in ideological struggle
or professional disputes between life and social science.

The cyborg appears in myth precisely where the boundary between human and animal is
transgressed

Pre-cybernetic machines could be haunted; there was always the spectre of the ghost in the
machine. . . . But basically machines were not self-moving, self-designing, autonomous. They
could not achieve man's dream, only mock it. They were not man, an author to himself, but
only a caricature of that masculinist reproductive dream. To think they were otherwise was
paranoid. Now we are not so sure. Late twentieth-century machines have made thoroughly
ambiguous the difference between natural and artificial, mind and body, self-developing and



externally designed, and many other distinctions that used to apply to organisms and
machines. Our machines are disturbingly lively, and we ourselves frighteningly inert.

... acyborg world might be about lived social and bodily realities in which people are not
afraid of their joint kinship with animals and machines, not afraid of permanently partial
identities and contradictory standpoints.

Biological organisms have become biotic systems, communications devices like others. There is
no fundamental, ontological separation in our formal knowledge of machine and organism, of
technical and organic.

One consequence is that our sense of connection to our tools is heightened. The trance state
experienced by many computer users has become a staple of science-fiction film and cultural
jokes. Perhaps paraplegics and other severely handicapped people can (and sometimes do)
have the most intense experiences of complex hybridization with other communication
devices. . . . Why should our bodies end at the skin, or include at best other beings
encapsulated by skin? From the seventeenth century till now, machines could be animated -
given ghostly souls to make them speak or move or to account for their orderly development
and mental capacities. Or organisms could be mechanized - reduced to body understood as
resource of mind. These machine/ organism relationships are obsolete, unnecessary. For us, in
imagination and in other practice, machines can be prosthetic devices, intimate components,
friendly selves.

Monsters have always defined the limits of community in Western imaginations. . . . There are
several consequences to taking seriously the imagery of cyborgs as other than our enemies.
Our bodies, ourselves; bodies are maps of power and identity. Cyborgs are no exception. A
cyborg body is not innocent; it was not born in a garden; it does not seek unitary identity and
So generate antagonistic dualisms without end (or until the world ends); it takes irony for
granted. . .. The machine is not an it to be animated, worshipped, and dominated. The
machine is us, our processes, an aspect of our embodiment. We can be responsible for
machines; they do not dominate or threaten us. We are responsible for boundaries; we are
they.

Cyborg imagery can help express two crucial arguments in this essay: first, the production of
universal, totalizing theory is a major mistake that misses most of reality, probably always, but
certainly now; and second, taking responsibility for the social relations of science and
technology means refusing an anti-science metaphysics, a demonology of technology, and so
means embracing the skilful task of reconstructing the boundaries of daily life, in partial
connection with others, in communication with all of our parts. It is not just that science and
technology are possible means of great human satisfaction, as well as a matrix of complex
dominations. Cyborg imagery can suggest a way out of the maze of dualisms in which we
have explained our bodies and our tools to ourselves.



