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Introduction: From science in action to actor networks

Bruno Latour has become an obligatory point of reference for many working
in the social sciences. This situation can be attributed to a unique combination
of theoretical and methodological novelty – an engagement with the ‘real’ has
inspired Latour’s theory, and in turn this theory has transformed what we under-
stand as the ‘real’. Latour has not been afraid to get his hands dirty, to enter
into the ignoble world of things and the human networks that surround them
and in so doing call this very distinction into question. Arising directly from the
kind of challenges encountered in the study of human organizations, we do not
(as with so many theorists) have to engage in a procrustean struggle with
Latour’s thought in order to render it applicable to concerns of this field.

The evolution of this project might be seen in terms of a passage from ethno-
graphic studies of the working practices of scientists and technicians to an
increasingly wide ranging meta-theorization that has addressed itself to issues
as varied as ontology, ecology, technology, epistemology and ethics. This chapter
will seek to demonstrate the irreducible centrality of the problematic of orga-
nization and organizations in Latour’s project. In addition this reading will
explore the attendant problematic of the status of objects in organizations,
which although not entirely outside the purview of organization studies have
only recently begun to receive the attention they warrant. In identifying and illu-
minating the ontological blind spot that is the constitutive role of objects,
Latour’s thought holds out the possibility of revolutionizing our understanding
of organizations and their components.

Of course Latour’s project and its extension in the hands of a range of
authors (eg, Callon, Law and Akrich) has not taken place within a vacuum. Both
Latour’s thought and Actor Network Theory (ANT) in general, explicitly and
implicitly draw upon a range of influences as varied as the strong program in soci-
ology of scientific knowledge of the Edinburgh school, the quasi-Bergsonian
accounts of the technical object’s genesis of Gilbert Simondon and Andre 
Leroi-Gourhan, the semiotics of the Prague School, ethnomethodolgy and
American microsociology, and last but not least, continental philosophy, in 
particular Deleuze, Foucault and Serres (see Sørensen, Brown, in this volume).
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While it will not be possible here to address the full import of these influences in
the detail they deserve, we will have occasion to consider the use to which Latour
has put a number of them when we consider the various critiques that ANT has
provoked.

The inception of Latour’s project was apparently innocent; to study, quasi-
anthropologically, the relationship between the daily activities of scientists 
and the results they produced. But in doing this he discovered a disjunction
between science’s account of its own praxis and the ethnographic data he col-
lected. The ‘laboratory life’ that Latour and Woolgar recorded was at once the
essence of scientific endeavour and at the same time largely excluded from the
heroic narrative of invention and discovery that characterizes the received view
of science’s labours. Thus what Latour’s early work did was to challenge a
certain vision of science’s being (ie, the unmediated expression of objective 
facts) by offering an account of its becoming (the daily activities of working 
scientists). Hence Latour’s insistence on science in action, that is its genesis or
its processuality.

In Latour and Woolgar’s initial study (Latour and Woolgar, 1979) this
emphasis on processuality or action was seen in terms of a social constructivism,
as if facts and things referred not to an objective nature but to the organiza-
tions in which they were realized. In this regard, Latour’s work appeared to be
allied to that of the Bath and Edinburgh schools of the sociology of science,
which proposed a principle of ‘symmetry’ with respect to the production of sci-
entific facts (Bloor, 1976). That is to say, that while the doxa of science might
admit of a failed hypothesis or theory that it is social in origin; a ‘correct’
scientific theory is ipso facto outside the realm of the social, the sociology of
scientific knowledge (SSK) argued for a fully symmetrical reading of science.
Thus SSK’s strong programme maintained that:

sociologists of scientific knowledge should treat correct science and false science
equally; they should analyse what are taken by most scientists to be true claims about
the natural world and what are treated by most as mistaken claims in the same way.
(Collins and Yearley 1992: 302)

In the second edition (1986) of Laboratory Life, Latour and Woolgar con-
troversially excised the term social from the text’s subtitle (substituting the ‘the
construction of scientific facts’ for ‘the social construction of scientific facts’).
This signalled a break with the ‘strong’ programme in the sociology of scientific
knowledge, since it rejected the explanatory power of the social and posited in
its place a radical constructivism in which the social and techno-scientific were
both equally constructed and within which the former could never hold the
secret of the latter (see Bloor 1999, Latour 1998). The significance of this gesture
should not be underestimated as the wider implications of Latour’s work arise
directly from this disavowal of the ‘social’.

In this respect Latour’s science studies accessed its subject through ‘the back
door of science in the making, not through the more grandiose entrance of ready
made science’ (Latour, 1987: 20), uncovering a challenging palimpsest of inscrip-
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tions, transactions, translations and recruitments which collectively combine to
generate scientific facts. It is here, at the very outset of Latour’s project, that we
encounter the question of organization. In offering a genetic account of scien-
tific discovery, Latour brought into focus the organizational nature of scientific
work, organization here understood both in the restricted sense of the opera-
tions of a given social institution, and in the more general sense of an ordering
or classification of the material world (see Böhm and Jones, 2002: 278). In
Latour’s account of science’s action these two aspects are inextricably entangled;
the organization of the material world cannot be dissevered from the institu-
tional ensembles that carry out this ordering, nor can such institutions be under-
stood without reference to their immanent acts of organization.

Translation

Having adumbrated the basic occasion of Latour’s thought, ie, a desire to
explore science’s action or genesis, we will turn to the crucial operators through
which Latour traces this action. Given that Latour engages in a prodigious
invention with respect to his terminology we will concentrate on a few terms
(translation, the quasi-object, and his so-called pragmatogony), whose selection
is determined not so much by their direct utility in the study of organizations,
but because they reveal most clearly the ineluctable elision that occurs between
a social or institutional conception of organizations and a processual or oper-
ational understanding uncovered by Latour’s theory. As we’ve indicated, from
a Latourian perspective, institutions are loci of methods of ordering, whose
essential operation resides in the recurrent patterns by which the relations
between humans (subjects) and nonhumans (objects) are generated and main-
tained. These patterns are not architectonic, they do not precede or exceed the
site of their operation: organizations (noun) are sustained by organization
(verb). But what are these modes of ordering, how are these immanent acts of
organization that yield institutions, facts, and artefacts to be described?

Latour’s answer can encapsulated in a single term: translation: ‘like Michel
Serres, I use translation to mean displacement, drift, invention, mediation, the
creation of a link that didn’t exist before, [that] . . . modifies two elements or
agents’ (Latour, 1994: 31). Translations are what scientific facts and technical
artefacts consist of, they are the means by which they are constructed and main-
tained (see also Brown, in this volume). To build a technical object or scientific
fact requires: ‘. . . the simplest means of transforming the juxtaposed set of allies
into a whole that acts as one, to tie the assembled forces to one another, that is,
to build a machine’ (Latour, 1987a: 128, emphases in original). A specific ‘social’
machine must be assembled in order to construct a technical machine, a
‘machine’ is here to be understood in terms of a machination, a ‘Machiavellian’
alliance between differing parties possessed of differing interests ‘where bor-
rowed forces keep one another in check so that none can fly apart from the
group’ (1987: 129). For this reason actor network theory rejects any separation
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between the genesis of scientific facts and technologies ‘the problem of the
builder of “fact” is the same as the builder of “objects” namely how to ally com-
ponents so that they can resist controversies’ (Latour, 1987: 131).

Latour (1994, see also Latour, 1999a: 175–225) has provided a cogent
summary of this theory of translation within the context of the evolution of
technical objects arguing that technical objects are intermediaries, or transla-
tions, that enable human ‘actants’ to achieve definite goals. Translation, however,
is not a simple act of transposition in which a predetermined goal is realized
through a neutral intermediary. Thus mediation begins with a Goal Translation:
technical means involve a certain displacement or detour of the original actor
and aim in order to accomplish their goal. Technological mediation is always
an instance of ‘shifting’; a task or goal that would initially be performed in a
certain fashion, is shifted into an ensemble of alternate materials that can carry
out this task and as a result it is subject to a certain ‘function creep’.

Consider one of the most rudimentary technical operations, the production
of a cutting edge to skin game or cut vegetable matter. The ancestors of early
man would have used the cutting edges provided by the body (for instance the
teeth) but in time this cutting edge is shifted or delegated to a separate matter
that can accommodate this function (for instance flint). But for Latour ‘trans-
lation is wholly symmetrical’ (Latour, 1999a: 179) thus this matter is itself
recruited, prepared, or in Latour’s terms translated into a cutting edge, just as
the cutting edge of the human is translated into a matter.

This is a very basic example but within Latour’s thought, all techniques mate-
rially, conceptually, and in the case of more complex technologies, socially,
involve these symmetrical translations. The production of more developed tech-
niques involves the recruitment not only of technical means (themselves the
products of earlier translations) but also of a range of individuals with dif-
fering competencies and aims, all of whom must be allied if the technology in
question is to be successfully realised. The original goal will be displaced or
‘detoured’ as a result of the elements necessary for its realization and the tech-
nological act in question is itself altered. It is no longer an individual or group
with a single goal that acts but rather a composite entity, made up of the aims
and properties of all the enlisted actants and the strategies and negations
involved in making them behave as one.

This represents another dimension of Latour’s theory of translation which
lies behind his substitution of actant for actor, namely composition. Actor
implies a fully present human agent that realizes its aim through a technical
intermediary. Actant, on the other hand, is indicative of a symmetry between
human and nonhuman agents; since both are subject to translation; both are
actants within the context of techniques. Moreover, given that any technical
translation involves earlier detours or techniques as subprograms to fulfil the
original task, we move further and further from a position from which we might
speak of the aims of an original actor (Latour, 1994: 36). If we apply Latour’s
vision of translation to a relatively sophisticated piece of technology, we have
not only the detours carried out to realize the technical object before us, but
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also, in a virtual sense, a whole range of earlier translations that were carried
out with respect to the individual components gathered together in this object.
All of these components or ‘sub-programmes’ imply previous couplings of
actants, such that ‘the prime mover of an action becomes a new, distributed,
and nested series of practices whose sum might be made only if we respect the
mediating role of all the actants mobilized’ (Latour, 1994: 46). From this per-
spective a given technical object begins to reveal an almost fractaline aspect, an
apparently infinite folding of actants.

Through these translations aims and functions are subcontracted to technical
objects, which can be seen as encoding gestures and acts. For instance, Marx
(1976: 492ff) observed how industrial machinery began by replicating the actions
of an individual worker, then later embodies the operations of an entire system
of human workers, and it is in a similar manner that Latour speaks of the 
delegation of actions to technology (Latour, 1999a: 182). Technologies abstract
formerly human functions, but for Latour this represents a transgression of the
common sense dichotomy between words and things. It is not only physical acts
but semiotic acts that are delegated to objects. Rather than language as a descrip-
tion of a state of affairs or distribution of ‘things’, matter in the composite form
of technical objects is said to ‘signify’. Technical objects and systems are ‘artic-
ulations’, meaningful arrangements of actants and instead of a one-way transla-
tion of meaning into matter, we witness the meaningful articulation of actants
through the simultaneous translation of humans and non-humans.

Yet by virtue of a process of folding, we are seldom cognizant of these 
multiple translations and only apprehend unified objects, facts or systems. In
Latour’s early exploration of the working practices of scientists, this folding
took the form of ‘black-boxing’, in which the processes that made up science’s
action were collapsed into the apparent self-sufficiency of the fact; the consoli-
dated fact or result was substituted for the process that allowed its realization.
From this perspective a scientific fact is a successfully constructed black-box,
and science’s action that of passing from translations and unallied actants to
the solidity of facts. When this process is successful, science claims that ‘nature’
has spoken; it is not the networks of reference that have produced the result,
but nature itself as uncovered by science. But for Latour the ‘nature’ to which
science appeals is merely the sum total of its repository of successfully consol-
idated facts, each of which could be decomposed into the kinds of transactions
between actants that we have outlined (Latour, 1987).

It is only when technologies break down or when scientific facts fail to take
on consistency that we see the processes they enfold. When controversy sur-
rounds a scientific fact then the data, methods, and appeals to other consoli-
dated facts or black-boxes are brought into question and so to light, since the
trail that leads from the claim to the field must be traced so that the weak link
in the chain can be identified and consensus restored. In the case of the techni-
cal object, Latour gives the example of an overhead projector, which when it is
working manifests to our awareness as a single object. If it breaks down,
however, then a host of humans gather round it, testing its subroutines in an
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attempt to locate the problem. In this manner the black box of the artefact
unfolds before our eyes and is revealed as ‘composed of steps in sequence that
integrate several human gestures’ (Latour, 1999a: 183).

Circulating reference

A useful illustration of the relation between the processes of translation that
occur in the construction of scientific facts and the wider translational processes
that occur in organizations can be found in Latour’s account of a group of
pedologists carrying out fieldwork in the Amazon (Latour 1999a: 24–79). The
aim of the soil specialists’ research was to establish the precise nature of the
transition from rain forest to savannah through the collection and analysis of
soil samples. Latour’s ethnographic analysis of their project details the transla-
tory acts that occur in the transposition of an inchoate piece of nature into a
set of ordered and apparently concrete facts or statements. This is achieved by
the creation of what is in effect a virtual laboratory, assembled through the
ordering of the field of enquiry, as Latour dissembles ‘ I thought I was deep in
the forest, [but] we are in a laboratory, albeit a minimalist one, traced by the
grid of coordinates’ (1999a: 32). This series of translations begins with the sub-
division of the area to be studied through the imposition of a Cartesian grid.
The grid is then measured by a ‘clinometer’ which records its gradient, after this
the subdivisions of the grid are sampled and the soil to be examined is indexed
against the grid and in relation to the depth from which it is taken. In turn these
samples are indexed by colour (assessed according to the Munsell Code by com-
paring the sample with coloured card) and by their consistency.

To allow the results of this ordering to be seen simultaneously, a draw-like
device called a ‘pedocomparator’ is used, which provides an indexed overview
of the rainforest/savannah interface as it is represented by the soil samples.
Returned to the laboratory these samples are further analysed to determine their
chemical composition, and the results of these various translations condensed
into the form of a diagram that maps the transition from rainforest to savan-
nah. What Latour stresses is the ‘chain of transformation’ that enfolds one
ordering into the other, implicit in the acts that order the forest as a data set is
the organizational space of the laboratory proper, in which the objects of that
ordering will be assembled (through a range of other tactics) so as to yield up
their ‘facts’ – the substantive conclusion of the research team regarding the tran-
sition from forest to savannah.

The final graphic presentation of the ‘facts’ dictates all of the operations
carried out in the field, and the value of these facts is determined by the ability
to trace their reference to the field, ie, to reverse-engineer the facts and follow
the network of translation through their various stages and so arrive at the orig-
inal field of enquiry. In this process of translation or ‘circulating reference’ the
original sample is at once reduced, in that various facets of its particularity are
removed in favour of those that contribute to the solution of the initial problem,
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and also amplified or extended in that they become interwoven with a range of
prior knowledges. This amplification points to the virtual presence of a range
of other acts of translation, and also to the manner in which this circulation of
reference is both organized by institutions and organizes institutions (eg, the
laboratory whose structure and function is an index of translatory processes in
which it is involved).

Thus rather than a polarity of a subject and object in which the former, via
the methodology of natural science, attains knowledge of the latter, we have a
network of ‘circulating’ references or translations. The objects of the field imply
the facts of the laboratory, likewise these facts return us to the field. What is
important then, is neither brute objects nor the incorporeal facts that express
them, but the processes that lead us from one to the other. These processes are
a variety of acts of organization, in this manner the order of things revealed by
science emerges as the result of an ordering of things.

It is the extension of this insight that constitutes one of the major contri-
butions of Latour’s work to the study of organizations. It is in the work of
Law (1994) that this potential finds its most lucid exposition. Law argues that
organizations are not stable structures subject to occasional perturbation, but
systems of dynamic equilibrium borne of overlapping ordering processes. These
process overlap because they are each semi-autonomous; organizations do not
operate from a central point of survey or command, but exist as a moiré of orga-
nizational narratives or procedures ‘recursively told, embodied, and performed
in a series of different materials’ (Law, 1994: 259).

Law is not alone in exploring the implications of Latour’s flat ontology for
organizational analysis, for instance Brown (2001) explores the digitisation of
time-sheets at Narajo, an oil company, arguing that this apparently minor recon-
figuration of an administrative procedure reveals a whole series of translations
that extend from the hours of individual workers to the financial flows that link
organization to organization in an era of outsourced labour. Brown argues that
the tracking of this chain demonstrates that there is not a point at which there
is a move from the micro to macro, but only translations that enfold different
levels of organization, and that these translations are materially heterogeneous.
Similarly Doolin (2003) explores changes in New Zealand’s health services
through the various ‘narratives of ordering’ that enable a public institution to
reconfigure its practices in accordance with the putative benefits of privatisa-
tion. Indeed Lee and Hassard (1999) suggest that ANT is particularly suited to 
anatomize the kinds of heteroclite formations that result from the deregula-
tion of various organizational forms.

Pragmatogony

It would appear then that the chain of translation involved in an given techni-
cal object can be extended indefinitely, rendering the identification of an inau-
gural translation impossible. The activity of even the most primitive human is
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technically mediated, and given this, the processes that later technologies
abstract are never purely human actions but composite articulations of humans
and nonhumans – the tools of which Marx’s workers were dispossessed were
already abstract embodiments of gestures and acts. Thus Latour posits a con-
tinual exchange of properties between humans and non-humans that renders us
collectively an ‘object-institution’ endlessly ‘brewing’ hybrids (Latour, 1994: 47).
We never encounter a pure human or artefact but only these composites that
imply endless networks of translation:

we are faced with chains which are associations of humans (H) and nonhumans (NH).
No-one has ever seen a social relation by itself . . . nor a technical relation . . . Instead
we are always faced with chains which look like this H-NH-H-NH-H-NH. (Latour,
1991: 110)

Given these anastomotic chains, there can be no human action or labour that
precedes the technical, no original delegation:

Our delegation of action to other actants that now share our human existence has
developed so far that a program of anti-fetishism could only lead us to a nonhuman
world, a lost, phantasmagoric, world before the mediation of artefacts. (Latour, 1999a:
190)

Latour here approaches the thesis of originary technicity (Stiegler, 1998). The
pre-technical human is a fantasy; our world, ourselves, are born of the media-
tion of artefacts. Technology is not an extension or assertion of a prior and invi-
olate will, we cannot subscribe to the hylomorphic fantasy of ‘an all powerful
human agent imposing his will on shapeless matter’ (1994: 38), but must recog-
nize a historically mediated matter whose descent is our own. There is never an
unorganized field that is subject to ordering, the orderings that maintain orga-
nizations are always orderings of prior orderings.

From this position, we have always been impure, but our current techno-
social condition is such that this hybridity can no longer be denied. The human,
from its very origin, is characterized by impurity (that is, its relation to objects),
and by way of illustration Latour offers his ‘pragmatogony’ – a genealogy of
the ‘hybridisations that make us humans’(Latour, 1999a: 202). Its significance
in the present context resides in its exposure of interplay between human orga-
nizations and the organization of nonhumans or matter, and its demonstration
that this reciprocity is neither modern nor confined to the techno-scientific.
Latour’s pragmatogony offers a quasi-dialectical, co-evolution of the human or
social and the technical or material, in which properties are exchanged between
these differing actants, such that ‘whenever we learn something about the man-
agement of humans, we shift that knowledge to nonhumans and endow them
with more and more organizational properties’ while in turn ‘what has been
learned from nonhumans is reimported so as to reconfigure people’ (1999a:
207–208, emphasis in original).

Thus, Latour avers that human collectives have always exchanged their 
characteristics with nonhumans, that the organization of inorganic matter (as
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Stiegler describes the production of tools), a process that begins with the earli-
est forms of hominoid tool use, determines the organization of humans. The
tool is the ‘extension of social skills to nonhumans’, the impartation of the
organizational tendencies of the human to material artefacts (Bergson, 1911:
138). In turn these objects permit the preservation and transmission of a
sequence of acts of ordering through a durable form that outlasts their origi-
nators. Techniques here function as mnemotechniques, and as forms of epige-
netic storage represent a ‘socialization’ of matter. In turn they facilitate the
socialization of the human animal, to the extent that society is recognized as
being predicated upon a cultural memory that exceeds the individual or somatic
memory (Leroi-Gourhan, 1993).

The preservation of operational sequences in the production of tools pro-
vides a strategy that can be applied to humans, demonstrating how they may
‘accept a role and discharge a function’ through the ‘ability to nest several sub-
routines’ (Latour, 1999a: 209). Humans thus disciplined are ready to become
components in the creation of ‘megamachines’ (Mumford, 1967), that is the
organization of humans and tools as vast working assemblages. These mega-
machines predated and prefigured the machines of the industrial revolution,
in which

non-humans enter an organization that is already in place and take on a role already
rehearsed for centuries by obedient human servants. . . . Management . . . precedes
the expansion of material techniques. (Latour, 1999: 207)

Industrial technology, understood as the socialization of non-humans, itself
necessitates new forms of human organization and Latour cites T.P. Hughes’
study of the electrification of the West in which an organizational technique (the
corporation) and a material technology (the electric grid) are presented as two
dimensions of a single innovation (Hughes, 1983). Within the context of these
new forms of organization nonhuman actants come to develop and exhibit new
properties (Latour, 1999: 203), in other words become the kinds of hybrids that
characterize contemporary culture.

In view of this history of transaction between human and nonhuman, Latour
envisages a society that is technically determined by a technology that is socially
determined, in other words he shatters the either/or logic that has dominated
debates in the social sciences regarding the relation between society and techno-
science. Indeed, rather than society Latour talks of collectives which from 
the outset involve techniques and evolve through interplay of humans and 
nonhumans.

The quasi-object

The genetic account of science and technology and the processes of translation
and black-boxing they imply are not ruptures or breaks in a historical field, but
rather the heirs of this long pragmatogony. It is this position that lies behind
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Latour’s insistence that ‘we have never been modern’. Latour maintains that our
modernity (whose inception was the Enlightenment) is marked by two contra-
dictory practices (Latour, 1993: 10–12). The first he terms ‘purification’ – the
division of the phenomenal world into two categories, those of society and
nature, respectively understood as the world of humans and nonhumans.
Science and technology are the instigators and beneficiaries of this division, they
define what exists in the world of human culture and what by contrast belongs
to the realm of nature. The second set of practices are the processes of trans-
lation explored above, which fabricate novel entities; hybrids or chimera born
of the intermixture of nature and culture, society and matter. Thus these con-
trary tendencies (ie, purification and translation) exist in mutual presupposition:
the modern settlement (as Latour terms this division) produces the hybrids its
purification precludes. Science in theory exists outside society, the repository of
apparently objective facts, but in practice science breeds hybrids, mixing society
and nature in complex networks or assemblages.

In place of this dichotomous constitution Latour offers the category of the
quasi-object (a term adopted from Michel Serres). For Serres the quasi-object
reveals a mobile realm in which object and subject are moments in an originary
aporia:

in which the transcendental constitution of the object by the subject would be nour-
ished, as in return, by the symmetrical constitution of the subject by the object . . . of
[this] direct constitutive condition on the basis of the object we have witnesses that
are tangible, visible . . . however far back we go in talkative or silent prehistory, they
are still there. (Serres, in Latour, 1993: 84)

As we have seen this quasi-object is what determines humanity through the long
history of exchanges between objects and subjects. Its role is not only historical
but extant: our social relations continually revolve around quasi-objects. The
description, exchange, creation and consumption of objects define our individ-
ual actions and collective transactions. Given this we can never grant sovereignty
to either the subject or the object, what is important is the transaction or swap-
ping, the role that the quasi-object plays in constructing and maintaining rela-
tions. Thus the quasi-object is to be seen as a generator of intersubjectivity
constructing the ‘we’ and the ‘I’, the collective and the individual, which both
emerge as the result of its exchange or ‘passing’.

If this is the case then the collective cannot be figured as the sum total of
individuals. Rather the ‘I’ of the individual and the ‘we’ of the collective must
be understood solely in terms of the network of transactions that is the quasi-
object: ‘the “we” is less a set of “I” ’s than the set of the sets of its transmis-
sions’. It is this decomposition into a set of transmissions that lies at the heart
of the quasi-object, since it establishes an ontology of pure relations: ‘it is . . .
the transubstantiation of being into pure relation. Being is abolished for the rela-
tion’ (Serres, 1982: 228).

In recognition of these arguments Latour calls for a new constitution that
honours the specificity of quasi-objects. This constitution will, of necessity, be
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characterized by an anti-humanism. From the perspective of the quasi-object ‘it
is impossible to define the human by an essence’, the human is rather the focus
of a historical succession of contingent networks, the product of particular ways
of ‘passing’ the quasi-object. The human is the nexus of relations, the site where
properties are exchanged. In keeping with a commitment to symmetry, this per-
spective also alters the status of matter or objects which can no longer be
regarded as outside or prior to history or society, for Latour ‘matter is not a
given but a recent historical creation’.

The discovery of the quasi-objects brings to an end the era of systematic and
global totalities, science and society; the social and natural can no longer be
held apart or wield their former explanatory force. Instead of a natural science
that could explain society or vice versa, we arrive at a ‘flat’ ontology or sociol-
ogy in which there is neither the global or local, but only networks of transla-
tion that extend and multiply without hierarchy. There is only the organization
of the ‘glocal’ as a single plane of endlessly entangled translations ‘the inter-
mediary arrangements that we are calling networks’ (Latour, 1993: 122).
Humanity is made by the objects it makes; the human emerges as that which is
‘delegated, distributed, mediated’. It is not a thing, since there are no things but
only exchanges: ‘the human is in the delegation itself, in the pass in the sending
. . .’ (Latour, 1993: 138), an insight Latour believes has its origin the work of
Gabriel Tarde, who argued for small acts of differentiation and imitation as the
basis for social form (as opposed to the social facts of Durkheim) (see Latour,
2002). In this manner the quasi-object casts a new light on organizational struc-
tures – which are perhaps too often reduced to abstract systems of interpersonal 
relations. ANT would seek to locate the construction and transmission of
quasi-objects at the heart of organizations, not merely as products but as the
loci of a range of organizational activities. In this respect Latour is seen to break
with the structure/agency problematic that has exercised much organizational
theory, although critics have suggested that this is done at the expense of a recog-
nition of the determinate impact of macro-structures on individual conduct (see
Reed, 2003).

Discussion

Having addressed some of the major themes of Latour’s enquiries, let us now
briefly consider a number of the critiques it has inspired, both generally and
more specifically in the field of organizational analysis. The first and perhaps
most easily dismissed is that Latour’s theory is essentially reactionary. This
charge issues (in perfect illustration of the symmetry of the modern settlement)
from both within the humanities and from those representatives of the natural
sciences that have seen it fit to engage with science studies. In the case of the
first camp (Collins and Yearley, 1992; Bloor, 1999), Latour is accused of aban-
doning the fundamental insights of the sociology of science and thus returning
to the hard sciences the mantle of objectivity that SSK struggled to overturn.
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For the second, Latour’s alleged reaction resides precisely in this infusion of the
social into science, here read as a return to a pre-modern constitution, ie, a dis-
avowal of enlightenment reason and its scientific and social legacy (Sokal and
Bricmont, 1998). As we have seen, both perspectives arise from a failure to rec-
ognize the existence of Latour’s modern constitution and so critique his work
from either side of the great divide of the two cultures. Latour’s constructivism
is more subtle than these critiques allow and requires, in Serres’ words, an
acknowledgment that ‘science is conditioned by postulates or by decisions that
are generally social, cultural, or historical in nature; nevertheless science is uni-
versal’ (Serres, 2000: 115).

The second constellation of possible critique revolves around the question of
the symmetry of humans and nonhumans and in particular the granting of
agency to the latter. For instance it has been said that Latour’s ‘flat society’
deflates its terms:

installing a great indifference between the countless things of the world, an indiffer-
ence which arises when they end up being portrayed as potentially all the same . . .
Thus humans can be treated as if they are nonhuman things, while nonhuman things
can be treated as if they are humans. (Laurier and Philo, 1999: 1060)

Here, actor network theory appears to posit an indiscriminate monism, in which
the agency of objects or matter is equal to that of human subjects – a difficult
position for many so-called ‘realists’ to swallow. In part this situation can be
traced back to a circumspection or ambivalence on Latour’s part with respect
to his own ontology. For instance, he has declared that ‘Actor Network Theory
should be called actant/rhizome ontology . . . because it is an ontology and it is
about rhizomes’ (Latour in interview in Crawford, 1993: 263) and avowed his
fidelity to Serres. But, in contrast to the immanent multiplicities of these
thinkers, and in particular the univocal political ontology developed by Deleuze-
Guattari – whose material vitalism attempts to account for all forms on either
side of the subject/object dichotomy, Latour is often content to replicate the 
traditional categories of subject and object. And while their relation in highly
vascularized in his work, this basic dichotomy is never truly abandoned. One
suspects that this is not the result of an oversight but rather out of deference
for his audience who, of an empirical disposition, are unlikely to tolerate the
more extreme ontological speculation of Deleuze and others. This critique of
Latour has found its inflection in the problem of ‘cutting the network’, in other
words at what point do we bracket or discount actants (McLean and Hassard,
2004: 499)? If translations are potentially innumerable, at what point does their
influence drop to zero, how is a researcher to determine which actants to follow
and which to discount?

The third class of objection is that Latour is indifferent to questions of power,
gender, culture and ecology. As Ellam puts it:

the key actants in Latour’s hybrid networks of science and technology are all too often
men and machines, with other humans and other non-humans remaining largely invis-
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ible. Consequently, there remain many sides and many interfaces to the non-modern
world that Latour is distinctly unwilling to either recognize or address . . . [Latour]
largely ignores the interfaces between machines and other nonhumans and between
humans and non-machine non-humans. (Ellam, 1999: 4)

In organization theory this problem has found its echo in suggestions that empir-
ical studies drawing on Latour and ANT have a tendency to concentrate on the
determinate influences of the ‘big’ actors, the managerial translation engines
who enrol or recruit actants to their vision (McLean and Hassard, 2004: 501).
Indeed the whole discourse of enrolment can be seen as implicitly gendered, in
that it depicts a world of struggle and contention in which male actants (under-
stood as ‘Machiavellian princes’) attempt to overpower each other in pursuit of
their particular vision (Latour 1988).

The problem of the political in Latour is taken up by Langdon Winner who
argues that Latour’ s ‘excessive concern with origins’ results in a total disregard
for technological consequences and ‘the broader distribution of power in
society’. Latour’s reluctance to couple his analysis of techno-science with a pol-
itics of difference might be seen to be at one with an apparent disregard for the
socio-economic systems that drive the innovations and lubricate the alliances
actor network theory explores: capital is not a term in Latour’s vocabulary. As
a result of these lacunas Latour’s work can be ‘sanitized of any critical stand-
point that might contribute to substantive debates about the . . . environmental
consequences of technology’ (Winner, 1993: 431).

However, there is a political dimension to Latour’s thought; as he is fond of
reminding his readers, the term thing has its origin in Ding, an old German
world that is etymologically related to a notion of a meeting (see Latour, 2004).
In other words, politics and objects are not as far apart as the modern consti-
tution would have us believe, indeed now more than ever our politics is that of
‘a parliament of things’, bound up with the effects of our quasi objects. Never-
theless, this remains the most serious of challenges to Latour’s theory and what
politics there is, more often than not seems eclipsed by the centrality that Latour
grants to problems of science and technology. Networks however are networks
of power, in the Foucauldian sense, and network analysis, particularly of orga-
nizations, should be attentive to these problems. There is no fundamental reason
why a sociology of translation should not embrace the kind of micropolitical
analysis found in Deleuze-Guattari and Foucault, indeed as Munro has
observed:

Contrary to imagining power . . . as running through structures . . . power is theorized
as exercised in the networks that cut transversally across structures. The point is that
structures like gender and class continue to have their effects . . . Indeed a principle
of Actor-Network analysis is to explain the durability of structures, while stressing
the underlying mobility of actor’s interests. (1999: 431)

Nevertheless, within Latour’s own work these problems remain largely 
unexamined.
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Conclusion

Latour’s theory has often been reduced to ready acronyms and the unproblem-
atic application of set terms or processes to a given field of study. This approach
is not without its success, and in this form Latour, and ANT more generally,
has proved of heuristic value, enabling researchers to view their subjects in a
new light. Nevertheless, Latour has been keen to distance his own thought from
the consolidated methodologies that it has inspired (see Latour, 1999b), stress-
ing instead its status as a set of open problems. In many ways the problematic
of Latour’s thought is its most interesting dimension and it is this aspect that
perhaps needs to be extended through a fidelity to implicit tensions in Latour’s
work (such as those discussed above). There are a number of ways in which this
could be achieved, for instance Latour’s work can be mapped back on to its
influences, and the divergences traced in the hope of better understanding the
tensions that produce them. Similarly, Latour’s work should be juxtaposed
against that of others concerned with the analysis of the techno-scientific (for
instance Haraway, Stengers, Stiegler and Kittler), here again points of conver-
gence and disjunction are likely to provide impetus for further theoretical 
production. But it is not only through theory that Latour’s thought can be 
developed, its confrontation with specific fields of inquiry is likely to cast as
much, if not more, light upon its subject. It is here that organizational analysis
can make its greatest contribution, since it is here that the sociology of transla-
tion is subjected to the acid test of the real. This may serve both to confirm
Latour’s insights and reveal its limits and in this fashion organizational analy-
sis and actor network theory can enjoy a fruitful relationship, in which neither
would hold the secret of the other.

References

Bergson, H. (1911) Creative Evolution, trans. A. Mitchell, New York: Henry Holt & Co.
Bloor, D. (1976) Knowledge and Social Imagery. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.
Bloor, D. (1999) ‘Anti Latour’ Studies in History and Philosophy of Science, 30(1): 81–112.
Brown, B. (2001) ‘Representing time: The humble timesheet as a representation and some details of

its completion and use’ Ethnographic Studies (6), online at: www.equator.ac.uk/PublicationStore/
representingtime.pdf (accessed 24/2/05).

Collins, H. and S. Yearley (1992) ‘Epistemological chicken’ in A. Pickering (ed.) Science as Practice
and Culture. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Crawford, T. (1993) ‘An interview with Bruno Latour’, Configurations, 1(2): 247–268.
Doolin, B. (2003) ‘Narratives of change: Discourse, technology and organization’ Organization,

10(4): 751–770.
Ellam, M. (1999) ‘Living dangerously with Bruno Latour in a hybrid world’ Theory, Culture &

Society, 6(4): 1–24.
Hughes, T. P. (1983) Networks of Power: Electrification in Western Society, 1880–1930. Baltimore,

MD: John Hopkins University Press.
Jones, C. and S. Böhm (2002) ‘Hors d’oeuvre’ ephemera: critical dialogues on organization, 2(4):

277–280.

Jan Harris

© The Editorial Board of the Sociological Review 2005

http://www.equator.ac.uk/PublicationStore


177

Latour, B. (1979) Laboratory Life: The Social Construction of Scientific Facts. London: Sage.
Latour, B. (1987) Science in Action: How to Follow Scientists and Engineers Through Society.

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.
Latour, B. (1988) ‘How to write The Prince for machines as well as for machinations’ in E. Brian

(ed.) Technology and Social Change. Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press.
Latour, B. (1992) We have Never Been Modern. London: Harvester Wheatsheaf.
Latour, B. (1994) ‘On technical mediation: Philosophy, sociology, genealogy’ Common Knowledge,

3(2): 29–64.
Latour, B. (1999a) Pandora’s Hope: An Essay on the Reality of Science Studies. Cambridge, MA:

Harvard University Press.
Latour, B. (1999b) ‘On recalling ANT’ in J. Law and J. Hassard (eds.) Actor Network Theory and

After. Oxford: Blackwell.
Latour, B. (2002) ‘Gabriel Tarde and the end of the social’ in P. Joyce (ed.) The Social and Its Prob-

lems. London: Routledge.
Latour, B. (2004) Politics of Nature: How to Bring the Sciences into Democracy. Cambridge, MA:

Harvard University Press.
Laurier, E. and C. Philo (1999) ‘X-morphising: A review essay of Bruno Latour’s Aramis or the Love

of Technology’ Environment and Planning A, 31: 1043–1071.
Law, J. (1994) Organizing Modernity: Social Order and Social Theory. Oxford: Blackwell.
Law, J. and J. Hassard (eds.) (1999) Actor Network Theory and After. Oxford: Blackwell.
Lee, N. and J. Hassard (1999) ‘Organization unbound: Actor-Network Theory, research strategy

and institutional flexibility, Organization, 6(3): 391–404.
Leroi-Gourhan, A. (1993) Gesture and Speech, trans. A. B. Berger. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.
Marx, K. (1976) Capital (vol 1), trans. B. Fowkes. Harmondsworth: Penguin.
Mclean, C. and J. Hassard (2004) ‘Symmetrical absence/symmetrical absurdity: Critical notes on the

production of Actor Network accounts’ Journal of Management Studies, 14(3): 493–519.
Mumford, L. (1967) The Myth of the Machine (1): Technics and Human Development. New York:

Harcourt, Brace and Co.
Munro, R. (1999) ‘Power and discretion: Membership work in the time of technology’ Organiza-

tion, 6(3): 429–450.
Reed, M. (2003) ‘The agency/structure dilemma in organization theory: Open doors and brick walls’

in H. Tsoukas and C. Knudsen (eds.) The Oxford Handbook of Organization Theory. Oxford:
Oxford University Press.

Serres, M. (1982) The Parasite, trans. L. R. Schehr. Baltimore, MD: John Hopkins University Press.
Serres, M. (2002) The Birth of Physics, trans. J. Webb. Manchester: Clinamen.
Sokal, A. and J. Bricmont (1998) Intellectual Impostures. London: Profile Books.
Stiegler, B. (1998) Technics and Time, 1: The Fault of Epimetheus, trans. R. Beardsworth and G.

Collins. Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press.
Winner, L. (1993) ‘Upon opening the black box and finding it empty: Social constructivism and the

philosophy of technology’ Science as Culture, 16: 427–452.

The ordering of things: Organization in Bruno Latour

© The Editorial Board of the Sociological Review 2005


