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Abstract

This paper is an effort to examine the codes of interaction between the carbon-based andthe silicon-based, i.e., the human and the machine, notably the shifting agenciesaddressed by adopting feminist technoscientific and new materialist lenses to grapple withthe techno-industrial paradigm shift that has been (dis)figuring the anthropocentriccondition. The first part of the paper lays down the qualities of this emerging ecologywhile recognizing the importance of human accountability and situatedness. The focalpoint of this survey is the anthropologist Lucy Suchman’s classic Human-MachineReconfigurations which is elaborated upon through anchor points she posits revisitingDonna Haraway and Karan Barad’s arguments. The last part engages with the implicationsof such a coupling for human and machine sensoria in order to envisage the qualities of adistributive sensorium that this regenerative agency can put forth while alluding topractices of situated computing.
Keywords

Posthumanism; human-machine interaction; distributive agency; cyborg; regenerativeboundaries; hybrid sensorium; situated computation.
DOI

10.69564/ISEA2023-12-short-Hedayati-Intelligent-Sensibility

https://doi.org/10.69564/ISEA2023-12-short-Hedayati-Intelligent-Sensibility


ISEA2023 — SYMBIOSIS 95

If another techno-industrial paradigm shift has indeedcreeped up on us so as to perfectly confuse the human-machine boundaries this time around; and that anontological shift has occurred, as Rosi Braidotti claims,troubling the contact zones “between the organic andthe inorganic, the born and the manufactured, flesh andmetal, electronic circuits and organic nervous systems”;and that the carbon-based and the silicon-based as aresult constantly imbricate, move, and flux inexorably,how can we imagine the agencies constructed aroundsuch a flow? What are the implications of such anentanglement for human-machine sensoria?¹
This co-evolutionary moment through which human andmachine complex systems constantly affect and areaffected by one another’s interrelation to create anunfolding terrain of imbricated becoming is referred toas technogenesis by N. Katherine Hayles. Theimplications of this adaptable and generativeinterrelation are profound: not only we, as humansinvested in the holiness of humanism, have to grapplewith constant adaptation of culturally coded networks ofhuman life, but also with the psychobiological shifts thathave occurred notably in rewiring of intricate neuronalactivities of the human brain.²
Detached from the preformulated subject-object binary,the anthropologist Lucy Suchman’s classic Human-Machine Reconfigurations offers a profound angle ontheorizing the conditions of this human-machinedistributive agency. To delve into reconfiguration as anemergent ecology where agencies are constantly made,unmade and remade, at various points Suchman drawson the scholarship of Donna Haraway as well as KarenBarad, notably through the notions of figuration andintra-action.

Haraway’s Figuration:
A Situated Construct

Through the concept of figuration Haraway intends toforeground the tropic quality of material-semioticpractices in technoscience that hover in a space ofliteral-figurativeness. She envisages technologies asmaterialized figuration; that is assemblages that areboth concerned with meaning making, a figural act, andphysical and hence tangible existence.³
As a lens that particularly zooms in on human-machineinterrelation, figuration is a critical framework thatquestions the formulation and configuration oftechnoscientific practices at every instance of

occurrence. The goal is to sidestep fixed universalizedparadigms of ‘doing science and technology’ and aim forspecificity of local practices that humans actively shaperather than act as a passive observer within.
According to Suchman, the act of figuration is informedby specific socio-cultural constructs arising from site-specificity which can reinscribe or challenge the statusquo and question the Euro-American imaginaries built onrationality of the autonomous subject.⁴

Barad’s Intra-Action:
Entities in the Making

Barad’s notion of intra-action is based upon their theoryof agential realism as an onto-epistemology thatchallenges individualist paradigms and insists that intra-acting agencies are always already inseparable.⁵
While during an interaction two preformulated entitiescome together for an exchange, an intra-actionunderscores how the subjecthood and objecthood getsformed through the encounter. Barad specificallyconsiders technoscientific practices to be a commonsite of intra-action where we should recognize the act ofboundary making, objectification, and subjectification ascontingent constructs. Barad’s vision is markedly in linewith Haraway’s material-semiotic that considers materialconstructs and the meaning arising from them as co-constitutive. They too consider the reality of human-machine boundaries to be cut in particular ways thatfollow certain historicity with socio-politicalconsequences. 

Suchman’s Reconfiguration

Drawing on the notion of figuration, configuration andintra-action, Suchman proposes reconfiguration as acreative exploration of human-machine boundarieswhere what she refers to as “the distributed andenacted character of agency” as a constantly-regenerative phenomenon should be taken intoaccount.⁶
This view sits against the Western-dominant vision ofsubjects and objects as fixed entities brought togetherto interact and instead points towards a kind ofperformativity within the encounter where the agentsare in continuous formation, reproduction andtransformation; a perspective rooted in Actor Networktheory (ANT) as a social theory based on relational
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ontology that puts humans and nonhumans alike asactants in an ever-evolving interrelated network wherethere are no preconceived positions taken but thepositions are rather assumed through the process ofinterrelation. In this process the agencies are constantlyworked through and negotiated to actively constituteontologies based on what Michel Callon (2007), one ofthe proponents of ANT, calls “morphology of therelations” through which cyborgs, hybrids and quasi-objects are constructed and made visible.7(1)
Practices of technology-mediated medicine, includingreproductive technoscience, as well as human-computerinteraction are those that Suchman pays particularattention to as sites of human-machine mutually-constituted agencies. In this space of intra-action thedisconcerting fact is that within practices of science andtechnology, the technical is formulated in the centerwhile the social is either non-existent or pushed to themargins. Here, Suchman walks a tightrope ofreconceptualizing the human in a way that theinseparability from the socio-technical substrate ispushed to the fore while recognizing the prominence ofaccountability but without assuming the dominionassociated with ‘pure’ humanism that views technologiesas translators and assemblers in service of humans. Inother words, the question is how to draw a human-machine intra-action that retains human accountabilitywithout telling an essentialist story.
As a feminist construct, the figure of the cyborg, takenacross its regenerative stance, can offer one avenue toexplore this notion by radicalizing the human-machine,male-female, and subject-object boundaries, towards anemergent ecology where socio-materiality is constantlymade, unmade and remade. From the Harawayangoddess-turned-cyborg to the elegant hero/ine andsaviour as cultural imaginary and further as an everydaysocio-materiality without a singular body, the figure ofthe cyborg is omnipresent across the socio-technicalsubstrate.⁹
By overstepping the isolated shell that contains thehuman-machine hybrid, in Suchman’s reading, cyborgnot only shatters the glamorized singular figure but“dissolves into a field of complex sociomaterialassemblages” to open up new ways of theorizing andpracticing such an entanglement.¹⁰ Braidotti, takes thisdestabilization one step further to put forth the figure ofthe deglamorized everyday cyborg as “anonymousmasses of the underpaid, digital proletariat who fuel thetechnology-driven global economy without everaccessing it themselves.”¹¹

Intrinsically, we can see how at every moment ofinstantiation cyborg cuts the human-machine boundaryat a certain angle and not the other to constitute ashapeshifting intertwinement of the carbon-based andthe silicon-based capable of subverting human-madesocio-politico-cultural constructs. This fluid ecology ismeant to transcend deeply etched preconceived notionsof intelligent machines as human techno-extensions orthe sensing and sensible human weary of the techno-dystopia, to instead reconceptualize an entanglementamong networked agents, that constitute leaky,generative boundaries.
The stability of the human agency is therebycompromised as according to Suchman “the personfigured here is not an autonomous, rational actor but anunfolding, shifting biography of culturally and materiallyspecific experiences, relations, and possibilities inflectedby each next encounter-including the most normativeand familiar—in uniquely particular ways.”¹²
Within these spaces of constant transformation of theboundaries and redrawing the agencies, the question ofaccountability is by no means diffused: we need torecognize that we draw boundaries for meaning makingand these boundaries are always charged with human-centered conceptions and misconceptions that haverepercussions. This accountability is to recognize ourposition within animation and reanimation of situatedencounters. As Barad states: “we are responsible for theworld in which we live, not because it is an arbitraryconstruction of our choosing, but because it issedimented out of particular practices that we have arole in shaping.”¹³

(Re)(Con)Figuring Hybrids of
Sense-Making

During the act of boundary making the question thatarises is how can we cut the boundaries in ways thatgive rise to hybrids of sense making where intelligibilitiesand sensibilities are constantly figured, configured andreconfigured? Reconfiguration in this sense can be readas a possibility to negotiate sensory modalities to locatesensing and effecting (2) not as autonomous qualitiesassociated with the human or the machine but traceablewithin the process of intra-action. If technical practicesforeground machine agency and yet human sensoria andsensibility cannot be reduced to compressed temporalflow of machinic computation, we need to reckon withcontingent encounters that go beyond biological andtechnological determinism. Bio-sensibility and machine
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intelligence in this sense can be deconstructed anddiffused to be reconfigured as dynamic fragments of acurious intelligent sensibility adjustable towards actingin contingent and context-specific situations. 
Such a hybrid, quasi-sensoria made in between thehuman and the machine offers a heterogeneous socio-materiality with qualities that are no longer inherent butalways negotiated and in formation. This ontological in-betweenness tends to question universalizedpresumptions about technical practices centered aroundthe aptitude of the machine intelligence to offer reliable,definitive, and objective responses to complex questionsthat are always rooted in specific situations.
In this sense as Haraway notes the answer does not liein the dichotomous poles of positivism with its hallmarkof scientific objectivity or relativism with its absoluteunfixed orientation but in localized and embodied partialperspectives.¹⁴
Such a vision relies on the symbiosis of the technicaland the sensible to form an interdependent intelligentsensibility that takes shape within the act of becomingto reckon with procedural, socio-political, and culturaldimensions of local conditions to compose and assesssituated work-flows and responses.
(1) While Suchman praises the idea of “generalizedsymmetry” proposed by ANT, she subsequentlyproposed “dissymmetry” as a framework that recognizesthe human-machine differences. Others includingBowker and Leigh Star, put forth a number of critiquespointed towards ANT’s networked interrelations. Theyconsider the larger social construct to question theequalizing effect of such a framework towardhuman/nonhuman actants and the ethico-politicalrepercussions of a world operating on this logic, pointingout that ANT "can be read as an uncritical celebration ofthe power of modern science and technology.” ⁸Elsewhere, others such as Mel Chen, Zakiyyah Jackson,and Tiffany King, among others contend thatposthumanist theories in general discount the humandiscrimination factors at play due to micro and materialnature of such inquires.
(2) Sensing and effecting are mechanisms of interactionwithin biological and technical organisms; while sensorsreceive information from the environment to relay to thesystem, effectors act upon the world based on feedbackloops that occur between the two. These notions arederived from cybernetics, a field of inquiry that studiesthe principles of communication and control withinregulatory systems.

References
1 Rosi Braidotti, The Posthuman, Cambridge, UK, Malden, MA,USA, Polity Press, 2013, p.89.
2 N. Katherine Hayles, How We Think: Digital Media andContemporary Technogenesis, Chicago, London, The Universityof Chicago Press, 2012.
3 Donna Jeanne Haraway, Mdest_Witness @Second_Millennium.Female-Man_Meets_OncoMouse: Feminism and Technoscience,Second edition, New York, NY, Routledge, Taylor & FrancisGroup, 2018.
4 Lucille Alice Suchman, Human-Machine Reconfigurations:Plans and Situated Actions, 2nd ed, Cambridge, New York,Cambridge University Press, 2007.
5 Karen Michelle Barad, “Posthumanist Performativity: Toward anUnderstanding of How Matter Comes to Matter,” Signs: Journalof Women in Culture and Society 28, no. 3, March 2003, 801–31,https://doi.org/10.1086/345321.
6 Suchman, Human-Machine Reconfigurations, 260.
7 Michel Callon, “Actor-Network Theory, the Market Test,” inTechnoscience: The Politics of Interventions, ed. Kristin Asdal,Brita Brenna, Ingunn Moser, Oslo?, Unipub, 2007.
8 Geoffrey C. Bowker, Susan Leigh Star, “How things (actor-net)work: Classification, magic and the ubiquity of standards,” 1996,https://www.ics.uci.edu/~gbowker/actnet.html.
9 Donna Jeanne Haraway, “A Manifesto for Cyborgs: Science,Technology, and Socialist Feminism in the 1980s,” in The Post-modern Turn: New Perspectives on Social Theory, ed. StevenSeidman, Cambridge, New York, Cambridge University Press,1994.
10 Suchman, 283.
11 Braidotti, The Posthuman, 90.
12 Suchman, 281.
13 Karen Michelle Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway:Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of Matter and Meaning(Durham: Duke University Press, 2007), 105.
14 Donna Jeanne Haraway, “Situated Knowledges: The ScienceQuestion in Feminism and the Privilege of Partial Perspective,”Feminist Studies 14, no. 3, 1988, 575,https://doi.org/10.2307/3178066. 

Bibliography
Marie-Luise Angerer, NONCONSCIOUS: On the AffectiveSynching of Mind and Machine, S.l.: MESON PRESS EG, 2022.
Karen Michelle, Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway: QuantumPhysics and the Entanglement of Matter and Meaning, Durham,Duke University Press, 2007.
Karen Michelle Barad, “Posthumanist Performativity: Toward anUnderstanding of How Matter Comes to Matter”, Signs: Journalof Women in Culture and Society 28, no. 3, March 2003, 801– 31,https://doi.org/10.1086/345321.
Geoffrey C Bowker, Leigh Star Susan, “How things (actor-net)work: Classification, magic and the ubiquity of standards,” 1996,https://www.ics.uci.edu/~gbowker/actnet.html
Rosi Braidotti, Posthuman Knowledge, Medford, MA, Polity, 2019.



ISEA2023 — SYMBIOSIS 98

Rosi Braidotti, The Posthuman, Cambridge, UK, Malden, MA,USA, Polity Press, 2013.
Michel Callon, “Actor-Network Theory, the Market Test.” InTechnoscience: The Politics of Interventions, edited by KristinAsdal, Brita Brenna, Ingunn Moser. Oslo? Unipub, 2007.
Mel Y Chen, Animacies: Biopolitics, Racial Mattering, and QueerAffect, Perverse Modernities, Durham, NC, Duke UniversityPress, 2012.
Paul Dourish, Where the Action Is: The Foundations of EmbodiedInteraction, Cambridge, Mass, MIT Press, 2001.
Donna Jeanne Haraway, Modest_Witness@Second_Millennium.FemaleMan_Meets_OncoMouse: Feminism and Technoscience.Second edition. New York, NY, Routledge, Taylor & FrancisGroup, 2018. 
Donna Jeanne Haraway, “A Manifesto for Cyborgs: Science,Technology, and Socialist Feminism in the 1980s”, In The Post-modern Turn: New Perspectives on Social Theory, edited bySteven Seidman, Cambridge, New York: Cambridge UniversityPress, 1994.
Donna Haraway, “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question inFeminism and the Privilege of Partial Perspective", FeministStudies 14, no. 3 1988, p.575, https://doi.org/10.2307/3178066.
N. Katherine Hayles, Unthought: The Power of the CognitiveNonconscious, Chicago, London: The University of ChicagoPress, 2017.
N. Katherine Hayles, How We Think: Digital Media andContemporary Technogenesis, Chicago, London: The Universityof Chicago Press, 2012.
N. Katherine Hayles, How We Became Posthuman: Virtual Bodiesin Cybernetics, Literature, and Informatics, Chicago, Ill: Universityof Chicago Press, 1999.
Zakiyyah Iman Jackson, “Animal: New Directions in theTheorization of Race and Posthumanism”, Feminist Studies 39,no. 3, 2013, 669–85, https://doi.org/10.1353/fem.2013.0024.
Tiffany Lethabo King, “Humans Involved: Lurking in the Lines ofPosthumanist Flight”, Critical Ethnic Studies 3, no. 1, 2017, 162–185, https://doi.org/10.5749/jcritethnstud.3.1.0162.
Bruno Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory, Clarendon Lectures in Management Studies,Oxford, New York, Oxford University Press, 2005.
Andrew Pickering, The Cybernetic Brain: Sketches of AnotherFuture, Chicago, London, University of Chicago Press, 2010.
Lucille Alice Suchman, “Agencies in Technology Design: FeministReconfigurations*, ”In Machine Ethics and Robot Ethics, byWendell Wallach, Peter Asaro, edited by Wendell Wallach andPeter Asaro, 1st ed. Routledge, 2020, 361–75,https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003074991-32.
Lucille Alice Suchman, Human-Machine Reconfigurations: Plansand Situated Actions, 2nd ed. Cambridge, New York, CambridgeUniversity Press, 2007. 




