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Introduction

Today we are learning the language in which God creared life. We are
gaining ever more awe for the complexity, the beauty, the wonder of
God’s most divine and sacred gift. With this profound new knowledge,
humankind is on the verge of gaining immense new power to heal.
—President Bill Clinton!

Amidsr the internarional excirement generated by rhe carefully staged joint
announcement of 26 June 2000 that two competing teams of researchers
had successfully completed a “working draft™ of the human genome, both
the popular and specialist press claimed that a new era had opened in the
hisrory and description of the human species.? Two vears later, the Human
Genome Project drew to a close wirh delivery of “rhe instruction ser rhar
carries each of us from the one-cell egg rhrough adulthood ro the grave™
Yet even this final rendering of the human genome is far from complete
since sections of DNA near the center and at the ends of the chromosomes
contain so much repetitive data that they cannot be positioned with accu-
racy. The language of life championed by President Clinton still conrains
many gaps: what kind of descriptrion of our human species has the genome
project made possible?

Ever since the discovery of DNA, and the double-helix model of the
chromosome, medical researchers have promised that mastering the genetic
code of life —whether human, animal, or plant—would offer the possibility
of a healrhier, more producrive world where one would be able to improve
species, eradicare disease, and clone favorite pets.* Generics has seemed to
be on rhe verge of engineering the longeviry thar the Enlighrenment
thinker Condorcet could only imagine in 1795 when musing on the future
of mankind: “will not the interval berween the first breath that he draws
and the time when in the natural course of events, without disease or acci-
denr, he expires, increase indefinitely?™® Condorcer assumed rhar the
progress of knowledge would effect this benefit by gradually closing gaps in
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our understanding of life. He probably never imagined thar knowledge
could be erected on gaps.

Condorcet dreamt a language of science that grew towards a perfection
with no gaps or errors, “ever improving and broadening its scope™ and
“giving to every subject embraced by the human inrelligence, a precision
and a rigor rhar would make knowledge of the trurh easy and error almost
impossible™ By accepting a cerrain number of defined gaps, research on
the human genome has undermined the persistent notion that the language
of science is all-inclusive. It has also undermined the assumption that hu-
man beings are different in kind from animals. Researchers working with
informarion from the genome project have arrived ar some rather surpris-
ing estimates about the number of human genes. Backing away from orig-
inal projections thar the human genome might be comprised of more than
100,000 genes,” scientists began to extrapolate patterns from the genome
project that predicted only about 30,000 human genes.® This number is un-
comfortably close to the approximately 17,000 genes of Drsophilia fruit
flies,” the complerely rabulared 19,099 genes of the roundworm Caenorlrab-
ditis elegrans,'™ or the estimated 15,000 genes of Arbidopsis thaliana, a plant
relared to mustard weed.'" Current estimates are even lower — perhaps
24,500 Or 23,200,12

Even such revised numbers assume that a mass of chromosome material
in the human genome is “junk.” the origin and purpose of which remains a
mystery. Sydney Brenner, who coined the phrase, was quick to say “junk,
and not garbage, because there is a difference thar everybody knows: junk
is kept, while garbage is thrown away”" Research on the Y chromosome
has demonstrated Brenner's point.* The Y chromosome is unusual because
it does not have a twin against which to check genetic integrity. Rather, it
exchanges genes with two adjacent sequences— mirror images of one an-
other—that otherwise carry no genetic information. [n this way, seemingly
useless marerial performs an essential backup function, allowing rhe Y chro-
mosome to replicare with a minimum of error. One day, other seemingly
useless material may figure in our accounts of the complexity of human life
relative to that of flies and roundworms. It might turn out that proteins and
enzymes peculiar to the junk material in the human genome determine
much of who we are.

Many of the issues fueling publiciry around the genome project strike us
as germane to the problem of describing. The popular norion, echoed by
President Clinton, is that sequencing the human genome brings us closer to
understanding the essence of humanity. This might be true, although recent
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studies have revealed thar the chimpanzee’s genome is 08.8% identical with
that of humans, a startling discovery seeming to imply that variables like
diet might, for instance, have affected the relatively recent genetic adapta-
tion of humans to speech.’®

The genome project has produced an extremely useful research rool, bur
it seems unreasonable to think rhar the essence of humaniry has been cap-
rured in irs strings of code. Its techniques were roo limired to vield a defin-
ition of the human, whether physical or metaphysical. The project’s com-
puterized technology and algorithms of probability assume gaps in the
sequence that do not threaten the usefulness of the resulting tool. High-
speed sampling machines, designed to read “snippets™ of stained chromo-
some marerial five-hundred thousand positions ar a rime (known as an “ex-
pressed sequence tag” or EST), converred rhe visual specrrum of each
snippet into a sequence of four letters that became the “code™ of each posi-
tion. A somewhat controversial method to interpret this cornucopia of
data, developed by J. Craig Venter’s team at Celera Corporation, used a
powerful compurter algorithm ro “splice™ rhe snippets into a continuous
thread: rather than working sreadily from one end ro the other, they
scanned strips in a kind of “shotgun™ approach and relied upon a bartery of
computers to produce the billions of comparisons and cross-checks to as-
semble the parts —very similar to how compact audio disks over sample the
music to produce relatively error-free reproduction of complex sound
waves.® The sequence of the genome was produced by a sorting operation
guided by probabiliries made possible by reducing the generic material ro a
code of very few elements, and by accepting rhe inevirability of extensive
gaps. Those gaps raise some general questions about our contemporary
fascination with, and belief in, the power of digital bits to encode fully the
material world.

What strikes us as worthy of comment in all of this is the unflagging be-
lief thar this sequencing technology has fully “mapped™ the genome, even
though an inordinate and surprising surplus of “junk™ marerial remains.
Some researchers believe this material might be chromosomes damaged by
disease or altered by evolution throughout the long history of humankind,
forming in a peculiar way a living archive of our species.'” If this is so, our
current understanding of the human genome relegates much of our genetic
history ro the scrap heap. Bur our poinr is slighrly different. An explanarory
shorrfall is a problem only for those who fanrasize the uropia of a com-
pletely defined code.'® By contrast, if we define “description™ rigorously—
meaning to represent rather than to replicate an object materially —it be-
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comes clear thar digiral rechnology of the sort used to sequence the human
genome is also a form of representation and does not free us from the
hermeneutic constraints of describing. What are some of those constraints?

The topic demands more than a cursory treatment, and the long medita-
tion on description produced by the authors of the Encydopidie (see Ap-
pendix) restifies to the historical and disciplinary complexity of the ques-
tion. Ar least three condirions seem to govern descriprions. First, and
perhaps foremost, is the simple fact that things do not describe themselves,
meaning that descriptions are produced from particular perspectives or sit-
uations, and are based upon a finite and selective body of features—
wherher perceived by humans, measured by machines, or produced in the
imaginarion. Leaving aside quesrions of use-value, we see no diflerences be-
rween descriptions of “real” things and those of imagined things. The corol-
lary is that technical descriptions based on perceptions have no greater in-
trinsic claim to objectivity than the descriptions of a novelist or a painter.
The second condition is that descriptions do not replicate objects, but
rather employ different media ro rransmir the salient characterisrics of those
abjects across time and space. To send a poem or a drawing of roses to one’s
lover will always be a different kind of present than an acrual bouquet. The
third condition is historical variability produced when the technology used
to register descriptive features changes so dramatically that things previ-
ously invisible become newly visible. An uncanny example of this would be
the earliest daguerreotype views of Paris thar are mysreriously devoid of
people —not because the streets had been cleared for the photographer, but
because rhe medium was simply unable to register the presence of anything
or anyone that moved." Within a few years, thanks to the huge improve-
ments in light sensitivity produced by exposing daguerreotype plates to
bromide vapors, people began to repopulate those strangely empty streets.

The essays in the present volume skerch some of the hisrorical circum-
stances tied to these three qualities as rhey were arriculared in the lare eigh-
reenth century. Michel Foucaulr’s groundbreaking work on this period,
which clearly affects our own thinking, emphasized the rupture between
disciplines of synthesis and analysis—a separation of deductive and formal
sciences from empirical sciences that “detached the possibility of synthesis
from the space of representarion ™" Bur the surprising aspecr thar emerges
from these essays is the degree ro which their archaeology of the “regime™
of description does not reveal a ruprure so much as rhree inrerlocking are-
nas, which we have used to divide and organize the volume. First, and
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probably closest to Foucaulr’s line of thought, is the secrion we have called
“Description: Fantasies of General Knowledge™ The recurring issue in this
first group of essays concerns the utopian idea that knowledge is stable and
generally impervious to the vicissitudes of time. Taken together, the essays
counter this idea by demonstrating rhe historical narure of facr (Dasron),
the culmural, geographical, and gendered specificiry of descriptions (Schie-
binger), the emergence of a relational theory of language ( Trabant), and the
mutability of the border between quantitative and rhetorical disciplines that
Foucault thought unbreachable (Poovey).

The essays gathered in “Describing: Imagination and Knowing” explore
questions relared to our asserrion rhar descriprions of imagined things are
technically indistinguishable from those of objects in the world. On one
hand, realism in arr—norably as a form of literarure —is nor isolared from
the practices of science, but emerges historically where empirical modes of
analysis are deployed in the construction of an imagined world (Klein). On
the other hand, under highly specialized conditions in which the perceptual
appararus and imaginarion fall into perfect congruence, realism is fore-
stalled by the emergence of an absolure mental reproducrion (Scarry). Be-
rween these rwo extremes lie the physical encounrers, recorded in various
archives, which engender descriptions that might be both empirical and
shaped by discursive constraints (Ernst), or sensual and driven by desire
{Potts).

Artention ro gaps and voids in the archive lead ro our final section, “The
Undescribed: Horizons of the Known.” The three authors included under
this rubric reconnoirer the historical breadrh and reach of Aufklirung by
drawing attention to the edges of our understanding. This includes reveal-
ing the emergence of a vitalist, organicist science that parallels both the
mechanist, rationalist practices of empiricism, and the aflective domain of
sentiment, without intersecring either of them (Reill). In a like manner, the
lucidly massed, geometric volumes of the archirecrure of Boullée and Le-
doux, or the pervasive transparency of Foucault’s Panopticon model, can-
not be described without recourse to the voids that throw solids into relief,
or the opacity that gives transparency its brilliance (Vidler). Finally, for
those who believe that modernist immanence extends in an unbroken line
from the Enlighrenment, an archaeology of aestheric descriprion reveals a
complex, unsrable artention to borh medium and message thar Kanr and
Hegel cut short, bur which has reemerged as the central concern of post-
modernist theory { Wellbery).
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Today, scientists regularly refer ro the sequence of the human genome as
a “map” of the human chromosome, and we believe that word is appropri-
ate, though “description™ would be more precise. Maps remain within the
realm of classical description, which we have defined as intrinsically differ-
ent from irs objecr. Maps are representarions that include many gaps and el-
lipses, ver one is still able ro sail from Southampton to Rio using a map as
an insrruction set. This is how genericists and drug companies are using the
human genome—as a map to locate a relatively small number of genes
amidst a vast sea of material where one hopes to find remedies for the di-
verse maladies that plague humankind. The promise of great commercial
profir incites researchers ro patent their generic findings on specularion,
even before knowing the evenrual imporr. Nonerheless, sequencing of the
entire human genome, inclhuding its lengthy runs of “junk™ marerial, re-
mains a long-term goal of some researchers, even though the genome pro-
ject has been officially ended. The idea of an evental success raises another
kind of question: will the entirely sequenced human genome retain the ap-
proximarion of a map, or will it actually approach the nuth abour life? Will
it, in other words, remain within the realm of descriprion? Recalling our
three governing condirtions, our answer would be yes. If a complete gen-
ome sequence is eventually achieved, it will be the product of a particular
perspective determined by a given array of equipment and analytic proce-
dures, it will employ a different medium than that of human cellular tissue,
and —ulrimarely —ir will be the resulr of a different rechnology of measure-
ment and analysis than used ar present. If today’s incomplereness follows
from limirations intrinsic to current technology, then closing those gaps
will involve more than spending a lot of time on the problem: the technol-
ogy itself will be forced to evolve. Finally, any added value derived from a
fully sequenced human genome will emerge from its use as a tool in re-
search or trearment, not from rhe mere facr of its complerion.

Much has been made of the “digital revolurion™ and its porential to blur
and ro mix media, or to fabricare new realities—a nighrmare envisioned in
popular culture by the Marrix films. Yet we continue to believe that classi-
cal descriptive modes will not disappear, although they might very well be
absorbed.”" In saying this, we recall the troublesome “junk” material that
eludes explanarion and fills the gaps berween genes along rhe extraordinary
length of human chromosomes. One day rhose gaps will probably be filled
with meaning—the way the srreets of Paris evenrually recovered their life
and animation from those early daguerreotypes. Conceptual distinctions
between representation and replication will surely remain viable in that
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brave new world, bur funcrional differences may collapse. In our mosr pes-
simistic moments, we can imagine that a cloned and re-engineered human
species will find untidy analog descriptions to be merely pleasant diver-
sions. But we also believe that the power to describe is one of the great
achievements of human thought, and rhar an archaeology of description is
order: the essays of this book are a beginning.



