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Abstract:  Sullivan and Barad address the conceptualization of bodies through processes of habitual configurations and meanings, with the common aim of describing how transformative changes can be made individually and socially through rethinking the meaning of these habits.  In this paper, I address how significant changes in practices of the self, constructions of gender, and conceptions of materiality in general may take place according to their views.  I compare their work because despite differences in their theoretical approaches, I find their shared goals to be significant in reexamining the meanings of selfhood, embodiment, and gender.

The Transformation of Habit in Shannon Sullivan’s Transactional Embodiment and Karen Barad’s Intra-active Agency

Shannon Sullivan and Karen Barad address the constitution and conceptualization of bodies through processes of habitual configurations and meanings, and while their projects contain many similar emphases, their approaches yield divergent results in terms of how habit informs meaning and vice versa.  One of their common goals is to address how habit is key in constituting our understanding of the world and our manners of going about in it, emphasizing the variety of levels such habits operate on (running from bodily and social interactions down to minutia of epistemological and ontological accounts of experience).  While both Sullivan and Barad see the examination of habits as crucial to a lucid account of meaning construction and the possibility for transformation (again, on a spectrum of levels), I will discuss where their accounts converge and where they depart.  Specifically, while both stress the production of meaning through the relations between beings or bodies (both rejecting the term “interaction” to signal these relations), their accounts diverge in regard to the status of these dynamic relationships.

Contextualizing this discussion, I should note that both Sullivan and Barad take up the concept of performativity, as described by Judith Butler, articulating how the ways that actions and habits come to constitute what we are and what the things we encounter are.  For both thinkers, it is also through the potential for these habits to change that positive transformation can be made in the world via changes in these habits, on both personal and institutional levels.  However, both acknowledge that discovering and examining these habits, let alone altering them, involves investigating a multitude of intertwining, densely tangled analytical approaches, and understandably, it is where Sullivan’s and Barad’s initial approaches differ that lead them to different endpoints.  In this paper, I will address how transformative change may take place according to their views, using gender as a potential site for such transformation.
Bodies and Boundaries

As both Sullivan and Barad see bodies and processes as mutually influential and constituted by performativities, these conceptualizations lead both to questions of meaning and truth and the relationship between epistemology and ontology.  While Sullivan’s approach combines philosophical pragmatism, feminism, and phenomenology, Barad’s work stems from theoretical physics, and both reach towards reconceptualizations of the characters of materiality and identity.

Sullivan’s focus centers around human bodies and their transactions with others and with the world.  She articulates in Living Across and Through Skins her conception of bodies as existing in dynamic, co-constituting relationships with their environments, including the social, cultural, political, as well as the physical.
  Sullivan, following Dewey, prefers the term “transaction” to “interaction” because she believes that the latter implies individually, previously formed identities that interact with one another after their formation, while “transaction” emphasizes the mutually constituting element of the relationship, dynamically forming each party of the relationship through ongoing processes.
  Bodies are “defined” by permeable boundaries, which means that not only are such boundaries fluid and that transactions between them carry mutual influence, but also that bodies themselves are, in a sense, collections of activities.  Conceiving of bodies as transactional “construes bodies as patterns of behavior or action that occur across and by means of or trans- various environments”
, which means that not only do bodies come to have particular qualities by virtue of their relation with their environments, but that bodies as such are created by the habits and patterns enacted in these relationships.
  In this way, bodies do come to have individual identities, but these arise by and change according to the relationships in which they participate, and this participation is an inevitable part of their existence and structure.
Karen Barad, on the other hand, also incorporates a variety of approaches, including social constructionism, feminism, and the philosophy-physics of Niels Bohr, developing a similarly aimed, yet distinctive account of the materiality of bodies.  Her approach seeks to combine the force of materialism with the impacts of discourse and culture, emphasizing how meanings emerge through the boundaries and overlappings of these approaches and the “things” they address.  As such, she seeks to overcome the divisions between disciplinary methods, which she thinks mislead us, setting out to expand accounts of performativity to include the ways that not only social norms are performed, but also how the materiality involved in their development is not divorced from performative practice.  In other words, she fuses these approaches to explicate a view of the world, in its continually overlapping discursivity and materiality, as a series of performances itself.

Barad’s view focuses on the boundaries between bodies (construing bodies more broadly here, explicitly pointing to nonhuman ones) and the ways that these boundaries are produced and carry meaning.  According to her account, individuated bodies or separately existing entities are not individuated at all until these boundaries, which she calls “agential cuts”, are established.  This cut “enacts a local resolution within the phenomenon”, “effecting a separation between ‘subject’ and ‘object.’”
  In other words, what we experience as individuated bodies are merely certain aspects of phenomena, which are delineated along the lines of the cut, which we then conceive of as independently existing objects.  In her account, phenomena are not independent objects, but are “ontologically primitive relations – relations without existing relata”
, or in other words, relational wholes that contain multiplicities of performatively intra-acting components, which are not seen as individuated objects in relation until agential cuts separate them.  Barad uses the term “intra-action” to, like Sullivan, get away from the assumption of previously existing, independent entities (relata) that she hears in “interaction”, seeing the “intra” as describing more accurately the way that the “boundaries and properties of the ‘components’ of phenomena become determinate.”
  On my reading, she prefers this term not only because it moves away from the idea of statically relating entities, but also because it highlights how such bodies, or “components” of phenomena, come to be experienced as relatively independent components because of their inextricably co-constituting relationship.  On her account, it seems that this boundary, while never static and never definable by a “God’s eye view” standard of objectivity, is the constitutively defining apparatus in delimiting what bodies are within relational wholes, or within certain phenomena.  

Gender as Transactional Habit, Gender as Agential Apparatus


Sullivan, in developing the concepts of Dewey’s transactional bodies alongside Butler’s performativity, analyzes how habitual structures constitute who/what we are, but because habits are malleable to certain extents, they can be taken up and transformed.  When such transformations occur, they reconstruct who/what we are.  Sullivan describes, “the cultural constructs that structure us are us”
, which means that we should not ignore concepts of structure completely or deny that they have profound influence on us, but that becoming conscious of this impact can lead us to be more conscious about how we work within and enact such structures.  In other words, it is structure itself that allows for the possibility of reconstruction, and this is possible, for Sullivan, like Dewey, through the alteration of bodily habits.  But before we get to transformation, I will say a little more about gender as a habit of transaction, one that is constitutive of identity for Sullivan.  She describes gender, not as some essential feature of our core selves, but as “one of the ways in and through which we arrange and are arranged as the selves that we are,” that has some relative stability but no absolute position.
  As such, gender constructs operate in our experience by constituting one of the major ways that our bodies function in the world that, through collections of habits, form an important part of our identity.  Sullivan claims that habit constitute certain ways and styles of “being and knowing the world”
, which have the consequences of informing the identities and persons that we become, as well as providing us with “efficacy and agency” via these habitual, bodily activities and identities.
  She describes more concretely: “I know how to be a woman because and to the extent that I can effortlessly, without thinking, do the things that a woman would do in the ways that a woman would do them.  That is, I know how to be a woman because of the bodily habits that I am.”
  In this way, gender is a result of certain performative patterns, the collection and bodily continuity of which form a consistency of gender identity.


Barad’s account, on the other hand, though dealing less explicitly with gender, nonetheless offers an intriguing possibility regarding its construction and performative status.  Because agential cuts, or the separations within phenomena that act as delimiting factors and form the boundaries between phenomenal components, it appears that they are the critical constitutive “actors” in the relation.  As such, Barad (following Bohr) must account for what makes such cuts.  One way she takes up this question is through the function of an apparatus, the means by which certain measurements are made, or the “structures” or “devices” by which agential cuts are enacted/performed.  She describes:  

Apparatuses are not inscription devices, scientific instruments set in place before the action happens, or machines that mediate the dialectic of resistance and accommodation. … apparatuses are not mere static arrangements in the world, but rather apparatuses are dynamic (re)configurings of the world, specific agential practices/intra-actions/performances through which specific exclusionary boundaries are enacted. … Apparatuses are open-ended practices.

In claiming that apparatuses are open-ended, dynamic, intra-active practices that enact boundaries within phenomena, it appears that this characterization could apply to gender, conceived through performativity.  In this sense, the structure of gender itself would be an apparatus that actively draws boundaries between related “objects” in phenomena, intra-acts between them such that this divide is what constitutes the meaning of each “object”, and performs its “function” by drawing lines within a complicated web of materiality, discursivity, and constructed, sedimented, and malleable meanings.  Barad describes further, “apparatuses are exclusionary practices of mattering through which intelligibility and materiality are constituted.”
  In this way, the crucial role of an apparatus – to choose one way of delimiting meaning in a certain pattern or component of phenomena, at the cost of others – seems appropriate to the construction of gender, as its rigidity in social norms (in contemporary western culture) seems to fix on particular interpretations of bodily habit and style, and like Butler articulates, “hypostatizes” them as “natural.”  Seeing gender as an apparatus of the sort Barad describes shifts its meaning – and thus, its materiality as well – by seeing it not as a rigid binary, or even as a fluid collection of performative habits (though it indeed involves these), but as the “thing” that makes the cut between related “objects” that gives each their relational significance.  As such, seeing gender as an agential apparatus puts it in the position of being one phenomenon (or component of phenomena) intra-acting with others, and having no “outside” boundary or “natural” authority, but as making the gender boundary itself through its performative operation, destabilizes the meaning of the boundary as such and its ontological (and epistemological) import.
Gender and Transformation: Transactional Habit and Hypothetical Construction, Apparatus and Agential Reconfiguration


Both Sullivan and Barad develop their accounts of bodily meanings and trans-/intra- action by incorporating the insights of various approaches, emphasizing the possibilities for the transformation of meanings through the overlaps and intersections (or perhaps trans- or intra- sections) of their aims and methods.  One of the goals I see them having in common is the possibility for providing theoretical avenues that can instigate, support, and be accountable for positive changes in lived experiences, though the locus of transformation may fall in different places between their work.

Because Sullivan centers on bodies as transactional and gender as a collection of bodily habits, the possibilities for change in the practice of gender arise through awareness and conscientious transformation of these practices.  Because performativity, in a sense, creates subjectivity and serves as an active “site” for agency, the changes in bodily habits and likewise, the meanings that follow from them, can be changed by conscious decision and the exploration of new (bodily) possibilities.  Sullivan describes this process as “hypothetical construction”, which is “a process by which one creates meaning with others by offering potential meaning to them as a hypothesis.”
  That this potential meaning is an offer is significant to Sullivan’s account – she stresses that transforming meanings by dialoguing with others, offering modifiable suggestions and not dogmatic projections, is an inclusive and flexible way of engaging (transacting) with others to effect potential changes.  She elaborates, “A hypothesis is offered as an invitation to others to participate in and thus make possible a mutually configured construction of meaning”
, and as such, this hypothesis is an invitation to initiate a transformation in both individual and shared interpretations of a certain aspect of experience.  As such, this process highlights the role of bodily habit in transactional relationships, helping us to reexamine and evaluate the practices and performances we enact and the meanings they perpetuate in the world.  Not only can this process make explicit “the transactional bodily communication that always already occurs between others and me, which I encounter prior to any conscious reflection upon it”
, but this foregrounding of bodily habit can encourage an individual’s “(re)understanding [of] her bodying, … coming to see her own understanding of her bodily habits as a hypothesis.  With that knowledge, she can begin to change her bodily comportment and activities, gradually developing new ways of habitually transacting with the world.”
  In this way, hypothetical construction offers a method by which my style of engagement with the world and with others is not only made conscious to me, but the levels of agency and transformative potential that I may have through it are also presented to me, making the need or desire for changes realizable, as well as the actual changes themselves.


Barad’s account, again, while not explicitly dealing with gender, does address the structures that operate within notions of causality, agency, and accountability for the relation between meaning and matter.  Because she dislocates traditional concepts of causality through the dynamic intra-action of phenomenal components and apparatuses of measurement – and in the case of gender as an apparatus, the “causal” relationship that may traditionally state, in this order: gender, body, behavior, is shifted to: phenomenon, intra-action, agential cut by the gender apparatus, bodies as relational performativities – the question of where agency and hence, possibilities of change, come into the picture is a difficult one.  If bodies are components of phenomena “defined” by the boundary that separates them, then, according to Barad, agency arises not only through the apparatus that draws this boundary, nor only through the bodies in relation, but through the performative unfolding of the entire system, the complete relational whole.  She describes, “Agency is not an attribute but the ongoing reconfigurings of the world”
, and further elaborates:

Agency is the enactment of iterative changes to particular practices through the dynamics of intra-activity.  Agency is about the possibilities and accountability entailed in reconfiguring material-discursive apparatuses of bodily production, including the boundary articulations and exclusions that are marked by those practices in the enactment of a causal structure.  Particular possibilities for acting exist at every moment, and these changing possibilities entail a responsibility to intervene in the world’s becoming, to contest and rework what matters and what is excluded from mattering.

In these descriptions, Barad articulates that agency is not a property or ability “possessed” by someone or something; rather, it is a component within the world’s phenomenal configurations that allows for such configurations to change.  In other words, “I” as an “individual” do not have agency in its traditional sense, but “my” relations and intra-actions with others and with “my” environment can carry a sense of intentional direction;
 insofar as my performances continue or redirect certain patterns of becoming, I can effect changes in the world’s unfolding, by holding myself accountable for the agential cuts that I make, for apparatuses making cuts that I do not question.  In the case of gender, if this is an apparatus that makes an agential cut, which I inevitably participate in – involving social, cultural, political, and material meanings – then I can be held accountable, by virtue of my performances, for how the cut continues to be made and how the apparatus continues to have meaning.  After all, apparatuses are phenomena too and have no independent ontological authority, so the meanings (and of course, materialities) that follow from them are, in part, in “our” hands, for us to take up responsibly.  As such, the meanings of gender and the possibilities for transformative action are present in Barad’s account, though it requires a good deal of theoretical unpacking to get to the heart of how change takes place, in lived practice.
  Ultimately however, it seems that changes in the operation of the apparatus is where the locus of change would be posited, and to be consistent with Barad’s account, this change would include revised understandings of agency, causality, and indeed, reality.  However, she does stress that phenomena, the cuts within them, and the measurements that tend to become sedimented in meaning and matter do occur on the local level, and as such, the shifts and destabilizations of such meanings will inevitably take place there as well.
 


To conclude, both Sullivan’s and Barad’s accounts offer enticing modes of inquiry that can re-pattern ordinary conceptions of truth, meaning, and bodily activity, as well as the constructions that these phenomena both shape and are shaped by.  While the differentiations in transformative possibility may be the linchpin of success in their accounts, I offer this conclusion, following Sullivan, as a hypothesis.  What these thinkers, importantly, have in common, following suit with their emphasis on the constructive changes available through investigative processes, is a commitment to the accountability of “our” embodied activities, while acknowledging that the significance of our bodies and activities is an ongoing, fluctuating process of meaningful changes, or performative trans-/intra-actions.  

� Briefly, both authors reject the term “interaction,” though for slightly different reasons.  While Sullivan prefers the term “transaction” to emphasize the lack of independently existing entities, highlighting that beings come to be (relatively) individuated and have certain bodily comportments through the relationships in which they participate, Barad prefers the term “intra-action” to highlight not only the relationality that constitutes entities, but how there are no such entities (relata) at all prior to or separate from their (numerous) relationships.  As such, Barad’s account focuses more on the formation of agential separations, or boundaries constructed between objects that determine what such objects “are”, while Sullivan emphasizes the back-and-forth interplay between objects, a dialogue that mutually influences both participating parties.  I will come back to these concepts in more detail later in the essay.


� Sullivan, pg. 1.


� Ibid., pg. 1.


� Ibid., pg. 3, author’s emphasis.


� Sullivan uses the metaphor of a stew to describe this scenario: in a stew (as opposed to an atomistic tossed salad or a uniform melting pot), the vegetables in the stewpot come to be what they are by virtue of their co-existence and mutual influence; “the vegetables are co-constitutive of each other, but they also remain vegetables in their own distinct, but transformed and thus not isolated identity” (Ibid., pg. 16).


� Barad explains: “Matter, like meaning, is not an individually articulated or static entity.  Matter is not little bits of nature, or a blank slate, surface, or site passively awaiting signification; nor is it an uncontested ground for scientific, feminist, or Marxist theories.  Matter is not a support, location, referent, or source of sustainability for discourse.  Matter is not immutable or passive.  It does not require the mark of an external force like culture or history to complete it.  Matter is always already an ongoing historicity” (821).  On my reading, this means that matter is an ongoing, historically and culturally informed, open-ended performance.  


� Ibid., pg. 815, author’s emphasis.  In her 1996 article, she draws on Bohr’s physics to elaborate on this point: “observation is only possible on the condition that the interaction is indeterminable (i.e., it cannot be subtracted out).  Consequently, since observations involve an indeterminable discontinuous interaction, as a matter of principle, there is no unambiguous way to differentiate between the ‘object’ and the ‘agencies of observation’ – no inherent/naturally occurring/fixed/universal/Cartesian cut exists.  Hence, observations do not refer to objects of an independent reality” (“Meeting the Universe Halfway: Realism and Social Constructivism Without Contradiction” in Feminism, Science, and the Philosophy of Science. Eds. L.H Nelson and J. Nelson. Great Britain: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 1996. pg. 170, author’s emphasis).  Because observations do not refer to an independent reality, the cuts made that distinguish between “object” and “observing agency”, and it would also seem, between “observed object A” and “observed object B”, are made in the relational process of these phenomenal “components” existing together, and thus, the standard of measurement is always fluctuating according to situational experience and desired data, making “objectivity” a problematically relative concept.


� Barad, 2003, pg. 815.  In her earlier essay, Barad discusses the relationship between phenomena and the cuts made within them: “This particular constructed cut resolves the ambiguities only for a given context; it marks off and is part of particular instance of wholeness, that is, a particular phenomenon” (Barad, 1996, pg. 171, author’s emphasis).  In other words, a phenomenon is a particular instance of a whole relation with its many intra-acting components; these components, however, do not become intelligible as isolatable pieces (relata) of the phenomenon until particular cuts are made.  She also claims in this essay, “Phenomena are constitutive of reality.  Reality is not composed of things-in-themselves or things-behind-phenomena, but things-in-phenomena” (pg. 176, author’s emphasis).  On my reading, this means there is no time at which the relata of phenomena are ontologically prior, nor is there a space in which they exist behind appearances; rather, reality is composed of phenomena, and our “interpretation” of phenomenal reality is to carve relational wholes up into individuated parts, to better understand or deal with them.
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� Ibid., pg. 82.
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� For aesthetic reasons, I will not continue putting scare-quotes around each personal pronoun, but for the purposes of Barad’s focus on indeterminacy, I will let it suffice that they are there in spirit.


� Because I believe Barad would dislike my seeming separation of theory and practice here, I should clarify that I do not see the two as separate, but rather as inter- or intra-acting realms; however, Barad’s account, because it operates on the level of theory in fusing theory and practice, does not offer concrete venues, like Sullivan’s does, for initiating habitual “bodily” changes and their transformative potential.


� Joseph Rouse offers a helpful interpretation of Barad’s focus on accountability and the normativity of scientific practice, among other kinds: “The intelligibility of anyone’s participation in a practice turns on something being at stake for everyone in getting it right.  That does not mean that the intelligibility of practices depends upon the possibility of ultimate agreement and conformity to what those stakes are.  Rather, it depends upon an implicit mutual recognition of and by those to whom the practice matters, such that they (ought to) hold themselves responsible for their different interpretations, and accountable to one another.” (“Barad’s Feminist Naturalism,” Hypatia vol. 19, no. 1 (Winter 2004). pg. 154).
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