THE ECOLOGY OF LATOUR:
HIS METAPHYSICS, THEORY OF MODERNITY, AND ENVIRONMENTAL
THOUGHT
[For MSCP use only. Please don’t cite or copy from without my express permission. These notes
may contain typos and other errors. Caveat lector!]
Lecture 1:
Reading: Latour, Irreductions, Part II from Pasteurization of France, especially section 1.
“Irreductions”: The Project
Always summing up, reducing, limiting, appropriating, putting in hierarchies, repressing—
what kind of life is that?
Latour, Irreductions
This week we will look at the works of Bruno Latour, who is one of the most important
philosophers writing today. We aim to take a survey of the ecology of Latour’s work, a nod both
to his style of writing—like any ecology, Latour’s is a hybrid entity of different fields (philosophy,
sociology, and anthropology)—and his work on Gaia and nature. Latour’s work is deeply
philosophical but is driven by what he self-describes as an anthropological method: to look at the
West through the same gaze it uses to treat those not in the West: what are its most cherished
practiced? When it calls itself modern, what does it mean? How is this different from its actual
practices? How are its most cherished values linked to the ecological crises we face across the
globe today? Today we begin with his Irreductions, the second part of his major book The
Pasteurization of France (published in French in 1984, in English 1988), which offers in a style
reminiscent of modern philosophers such as Spinoza (e.g., his Ethics) an unambiguous
metaphysics of act network theory (ANT).
Latour’s major claim throughout his works is that in modernity, the West tends to be highly
reductive, in particular, it reduces all considerations of the world in terms of the binary opposition
of subjects and objects, society and nature. Despite all of their differences, the “ideologies” of
modernity still adhere to a difference between nature (inert, acted upon, and so on) and culture (the
self’s space of freedom, where action and history occurs). This is obviously, by Latour, I’ll admit,
an almost comical version of Kantian and post-Kantian philosophy. But for this course, that should
matter little, any more than Quentin Meillassoux’s rendering of an entire history of philosophy as
correlationist should stop us from reading his work. What matters, rather, is 1) why this rendering
of the past is important; 2) what he thinks philosophers—even those such as Foucault, Kristeva,
and Derrida, for example, who have upended this binary in their own thinking–have missed; and
what he offers not as an alternative, but rather as 3) the road already taken by the moderns.
In modernity, there was a strict separation between the social and the natural, between the
self and objects. This dualism is well known. What Latour adds is that he thinks even whatever
those like Martin Heidegger, Jacques Derrida, and others have done to upend this dualism, it has
been not enough: Derrida, for example, is for Latour only a semiotician diagnosing the ambiguities
of cultural texts over and against nature. The point, then, is to see this not as a binary to be
deconstructed but one that was never utilized in the first place: we were never modern not because
we were going to end up deconstructing subject and object, culture and nature, but because all was
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already treated by us in practice as actants in networks in which we are enmeshed. We exist, such
as we do, only in networks.
In the end, to cut to the quick, Latour is a power ontologist: he belongs to a line of thinkers
from Thrasymachus to Lucretius to Machiavelli to Spinoza to Deleuze to Foucault who argue
knowledge is power and power forms knowledge. Let us place this here in lecture one as Latour 1
and see if the later Latour 2 (Latour from An Investigation into the Modes of Existence) fits as
well with his earlier work. Latour 1 is the philosopher of actants: this is pure immanence, since
there is no transcendence, no outside of what we do as those in networks of relations. Latour 2
will be the philosopher of the modes of existence we will discuss all too briefly on Friday. Let’s
look at the various ways in which he uses “transcendence” and blocks each philosophical move in
turn:
1. The first is the most traditional use of “transcendence,” which Plato called in The Republic
the “good beyond being” (epekeina tes ousias) (509b). This would become the eternal place
of God, who forever transcends that which is. We normally think of religion as having a
belief or faith (pistis in the Greek) in this transcendent real, but for Latour, as we will see,
any religion must do away with having a faith in a beyond of this world.
2. There is no set of facts that transcends
scientific networks of practices. This is
perhaps the trickiest to understand but for
Latour, Pasteur’s discovery of bacteria
was more an “invention”: it was not out
there beyond this world waiting to be
discovered but came into existence having
entered in a network of actants that
included Pasteur but also his laboratory,
other instruments, the papers written about
them by Pasteur himself, other scientists,
and so on. In sum—and you’ll see I’m
grappling to come up with a metaphor—
there are no hidden pockets of being in
which facts exist waiting to be found,
transcending current practices. While
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Latour often says the ultimate test of his work is “common sense,” this no doubt cuts
against the grain of our “naive realism” or what Edmund Husserl called our natural attitude.
Each set of practices above is itself but
networks upon networks where some
“facts” are given relations and some are not
and fall away (e.g., witches are replaced by
scientific accounts of why certain things
happen but—and this is key for Latour—
they were no less real for all that given that
whole societal mores and so on were
performed and made things happen in
cultures in which “witches” had alliances).
In this way, Latour is asking us what do we
value, that is, what is the sensus communis
or common sense of our community? That is
what an anthropologist would ultimately
seek in investigating us, not matching those
practices to something outside those sets of
practices.
Now with this in the background we
can follow his first thesis in Irreductions:
“Nothing is, by itself, either reducible or
irreducible to anything else” (1.1.1, 158). The
second part of the claim is the more famous:
what Latour is saying, against and after many
eras of critique, is that any given set of actants
is irreducible, ultimately, to something else,
but as he makes clear at 1.1.4, everything can
be made the “measure” of everything else.
Latour wants to introduce the idea that we
should stop all versions of ideology critique.
Let’s take a vulgar Marxist, for a moment. The
Marxist view of history is, too simply told, that
economics is its motor and that, moreover, any
belief system we hold is meant to keep in place
the current economic system. To cite the oft-used
example, feudalism was
upheld as an economic system by the Catholic
religion, or at least the dominant version founded on hierarchy (most especially economic but also
societal) and could not exist without it. Why else would the near-starving serfs not revolt? And
today, we could follow Marx in saying that religion is the opiate of the people (from 1843, A
Contribution to the Critique of Hegel's Philosophy of Right), meaning it is not a set of statements
or practices that points to an outside world but is rather reducible to economic practices, that is, it
keeps in place our current economic order, among other many other things. But this goes not just
for Marxist economic critique: for Latour, as we saw in the epigram, every type of social theory is
ultimately critical in the sense that everything is epiphenomenal except one thing, and this shooting
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war has been going on for some time: Biologists claim that all culture is reducible to neurons firing
off in the brain, which in turn were shaped not by a free culture, but by millennia of evolution, and
our dearest hopes and values are but shaped by those, not by anything else. But Latour’s
sociological claim is that every area of human endeavor acts like the hammer in the well-worn take
that to every hammer, everything else looks like a nail. The point is that to lawyers, everything is
reducible to accounts of law; to evolutionary theorists, our individual acts ultimately are reducible
to some competitive advantage for various genes in long bio-historical processes; to Freudians,
everything is reducible to unconscious drives; to the semiotician, all is reducible, even nature, to
how it is depicted in social texts; and so on. This doesn’t mean that this isn’t real and isn’t
happening: after all, Latour makes it a thesis: everything is irreducible to anything else—each set
of actants able to stand the test of time (even an instant) does so—and also makes itself the measure
of everything else. This obviously brings in the problem of relativism, of which Latour has long
been accused. His answer is that he’s not a relativist, but a thinker of relation. As we read this
week, let’s see if we can make this distinction stick between relationism and relativism: what
Latour denies is any universal standpoint from which to deem x position as relative to it. “There is
no external referent,” he writes. “Referents are always internal to the forces that use them as
touchstones” (1.2.7.1, 166). For Latour, for something to be universal it would be to have
conquered all other actants, or at least have them accede to you. Let’s again read him here:
If there are identities between actants, this is because they have been constructed at great
expense. If there are equivalences, this is because they have been built out of bits and pieces
with much toil and sweat, and because they are maintained by force. If there are exchanges,
these are always unequal and cost a fortune both to establish and to maintain... I call this
the “principle of relativity.” There is no preestablished harmony, Leibniz notwithstanding,
har-mony is postestablished locally through tinkering. (1.2.3.1, 164)
In the history of the world, this “universal” has never happened (though neoliberal values are the
latest incarnation of a know-how or mode of being that looks to conquer all others). That is to say
a universal can be constructed, but it would take all other actants to accede to it in some way, a
hard won victory, but certainly not one that would be historically a game over since of course other
actants can come on the scene to knock it away. As he puts it, “An actant can gain strength only
by associating with others”—and can only remain so as long as it associates with others (1.1.9,
159). This is why he argues, controversially,
Like God, capitalism does not exist. There are no equivalents (1.2. 1 [he here refers to the
fact that each thing takes place but just once and all things have different sets of relations]);
these have to be made, and they are expensive, do not lead far, and do not last for very
long. We can, at best, make extended networks (1.4.2). Capitalism is still marginal even
today [in 1984]. Soon people will realize that it is universal only in the imagination of its
enemies and advocates. (1.4.6.2, 173)
Let’s put aside for the moment—but what a moment!—his claim that God “does not exist,” while
also recognizing the huge caveat coming our way. Latour thinks he’s the one not arguing for hidden
networks or deus ex machina; it is those who argue for Economy or Society or Nature who do that.
His is a descriptive project through and through. How does it work? The task of an ANT researcher
is to reverse engineer any set of happenings to see how they came about, not to describe some
inner essence, etc., as the ultimate prior reason or level of description beneath or below those
actants and their networks. Latour, like many a French author, has, as you’ll see, a certain love for
paradox and astounding claims that get your attention: what does he mean that capitalism does not
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exist? It is one thing to say that not everything is reducible to political economy, quite another
seemingly to deny capitalism as such. But what Latour means is that there is no capital C capitalism
existing outside a wide array of practices that would need to be studied carefully—and are, as we
know. But to suggest it is a force on its own is to give it too much credit (and too little agency to
those resisting “it”), and here I think there is a strong political point to be made: Latour will never
be confused for a die-hard Leninist, despite being a radical Catholic socialist in his youth, but his
point here is Machiavellian, just not in the pejorative sense. Latour writes movingly at points about
the kind of world rapacious capitalists would like to set up, capitalism “monstrous” and the designs
of neo-colonialists who would have the world be only capitalist “an unpardonable crime” (AIME,
384). Indeed, I would argue that his project at each turn is driven by his experiences of postcolonial capitalism in Africa, where he worked for the French government in the early 1970s. We
will see this in our readings numerous times, where Latour wants to take that
ethnographic/anthropological gaze and say that Europeans always operates as those who are hypermodern (and all that that means) over against so-called primitive cultures, those who are not
modern. Hence the bite when we read Latour say “we”—and he means Europeans—have never
been modern either. What the capitalist wants is precisely what Latour says cannot occur: a
universal equality of all things, since all is to be commodified on the open markets. This would
supplant all other modes of existence—all other actants in their networks—in the name of one
common measure. No doubt, this colonizing force—one set of economic actants taking over all
others—is the neoliberal dream and we see its effects the world over. But Latour’s point is to see
the agency we still have in combatting the many, many alliances we quickly dub “capitalism” since
it is not a new God, is not all-powerful and nothing could be for very long since—and many of his
metaphors are borrowed from the battlefield—since that only leaves you open for more points of
attack. We see this with all large armies in recent memory: when they exert victory, it is never for
very long precisely because they are so large and have so many places they can be attacked
(Vietnam, Afghanistan, and so on). This is not to deny the bloody hell they can reign down for a
time, but capitalism is nothing but its alliances, not some hidden force behind or beyond the
movement of alliances.
What then does exist?
Key terms: Actant
Latour’s words will vary, but for now
“Actant is a term from semiotics covering both huwe can take actants, entelechies, and
mans and nonhumans; an actor is any entity that
hybrid objects to be more or less the
same for him. Again, to be real for
modifies another entity in a trial; of actors it can only
be said that they act; their competence is deduced from Latour is to be able to have an effect
on other actants. This is why he can
their performances; the action, in turn, is always
make the following claims:
recorded in the course of a trial and by an
[1] There is no difference between
experimental protocol, elementary or not.”
the “real” and the “unreal,” the “real”
(Reassembling the Social, p. 387)
and the “possible,” the “real” and the
“imaginary. Rather, there are all the
differences experienced between those that resist for long and those that do not, those that
resist courageously and those that do not, those that know how to ally or isolate themselves
and those that do not. (1.1.5.2, 159)
To unmask something as “unreal” does nothing; this is why propaganda is so powerful. What
Latour is sidestepping is the oldest binary there is, between being and appearance. There is no
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difference between a thing and its image so long as each has effects on other things and continues
its existence. This is what actants seek to do:
[2] Every entelechy makes a whole world for itself. It locates itself and all the others; it
decides which forces it is composed of; it generates its own time [discuss if needed]; it
designates those who will be its principle of reality. It translates all the other forces on its
own behalf, and it seeks to make them accept the version of itself that it would like them
to translate. (1.2.8, 167)
This follows from his first principle, namely that while nothing is completely reducible to anything
else, nevertheless everything seeks to be the measure of everything else: that is, after all, how one
gains allies and generates power. But he’s clear, too, that no one “possesses” power—a point
Foucault also makes. Rather power is always relational and without those relations, there is no
power.
[3] “Anything does not go.”
Discourses and associations are not equivalent, because allies and arguments are enlisted
precisely so that one association
will be stronger than another. If all
Key terms: Trials…
discourse appears to be equivalent,
“In their emerging state, actors are defined by trials,
if there seem to be “language
which can be experiments [in the widest meaning] of
games” and nothing more, then
various sorts in which new performances are elicited.
someone has been unconvincing.
It is through trials that actors are defined.’” (Pandora’s This is the weak point of the
Hope, p. 311)
relativists. They talk only about
forces that are incapable of allying
themselves with others in order to
convince and win. By repeating “anything goes” they miss the work that generates
inequivalence and asymmetry. (168)
Here is how Graham Harman glossed this a decade ago:
Despite certain frequent criticisms of Latour, this does not turn the world into a matter of
human perspective. For the world does resist human fabrication, just as human innovation
resists polio deaths and the annual flooding of the Nile. “Anything does not go”…. Yet in
another sense everything does go, as long as the price is paid and the work is successful.
Perhaps we can travel to Pluto or even travel through time once centuries of research are
expended on these projects. Perhaps we can use a telephone in Cairo to speak immediately
with a friend in Honolulu—indeed, this is already possible, but only as a result of the most
prolonged negotiations between chemists, copper cable, and leaders of business and state.
Perhaps we can show that Lamarck was right and Darwin was wrong, but there will be a
high cost in theoretical labor and initial public ridicule, and the efforts may ultimately fail.
(Harman, Prince of Networks [Melbourne: Re.Press, 2009], 22-3)
This is where Latour tries to take leave of his depiction of postmodernists [note I don’t necessarily
ascribe to these depictions] such as Jean-François Lyotard and Jacques Derrida: there aren’t only
human texts, but rather our efforts stumble over the things of the world, and this will be his main
calling card in our readings: everything is alliances of power, yes, but the world I am discussing is
not just human but hybrid objects such as laboratories, technologies of all sorts, and so on.
This leads us to many questions for the sake of this course and its title themes, four
questions (at least) spring to mind and we will take up answering them together (or at least leaving
them open as questions for Latour):
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1. If there is no transcendent being or ultimate arbiter (since every network is but another set
of actants attempting to survive), how are we to have any norms? For example, if each set
of actants gains existents only insofar as it gains power over others, that is, increases its
alliances, how do we separate out, say, fascistic networks from more liberating ones? On
what basis? We will see that later Latour will make ethics but one of the modes of existence
and how he tries to answer it, but it is a difficult one for any philosophy of immanence—
and such charges were thrown at Machiavelli, Spinoza, and Deleuze for similar reasons.
Let’s read him closely here:
To oppose right and might is criminal because it leaves the field free for the wicked
while pretending to defend it with the potency of what is right. But what is right
is without force except “in prin-ciple.” And so being unable to ensure that what
is right is strong, people
Key terms: Relativism…
have acted as though
what was strong was “This term does not refer to the discussion of the
wicked. The strong have incommensurability of viewpoints—which should be
simply occupied the called absolutism—but only to the mundane process
space left vacant by by which relations are established between viewpoints
those who despise them through the mediation of instruments [whether in the
in all innocence.
lab or more broadly any ‘technology’]. Thus insisting
• As a result of a
on relativism does not weaken the conditions between
comprehensible
reversal,
Machiavelli entities, but multiplies the paths that allow one to
and Spinoza have been move from standpoint to standpoint to replace the
held to be immoral, even simpleminded distinction between local and
though they were right universal.’” (Pandora’s Hope, p. 310)
to refuse to distinguish
might from right. But the present precis differs from Spinoza’s Tractatus
Theologico-Politicus [Spinoza’s text where he historizes God and shows him to be
a set of practiced beliefs held by the Jews beginning at a certain period of time].
Times have changed. The exegesis of religious texts has now been replaced by the
exegesis of “scientific” inscriptions [because that is now what is the arbiter of truth
in our societies]. For this reason, I think of this essay as a Tractatus ScientificoPoliticus. Even so, the object is the same. We are still right at the beginning of
the exegesis, and the link between science and democracy has become tenuous
in the course of the “wars of science.” Like Spinoza, we look cruel in order to be
fair. (4.7.8, 234)
Clearly, Latour is pointing to his work on the sciences that made him so controversial in the 1980s
and ‘90s, but that is not our focus here. But by what right can we delineate any set of actants as
“better” than any other? What norms will we use? Latour is right to argue that we certainly so want
to leave that which we find to be right in a weak position, but beyond this, what does he offer?
2. A somewhat easier one to answer: if all are ultimately actants, isn’t Latour being selfcontradictory in reducing all things to networks? Here, his answer I think is straightforward
and non-contradictory: his theory of actants is but another set of actants, that’s true, and
for Act Network Theory to be an explanation of the world, it would have to gain a number
of alliances and be explanatory of a number of phenomena. My teaching this course is but
one way that ANT gains in its alliances. But Latour is also clear that he is not being
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reductive but constructive: what ANT looks to do is describe, describe, describe (as he
puts it in triple in these pages) what is underway and what is underway are networks of
webs of relation—nothing more, nothing less. This is a flat ontology without hierarchies:
nothing is ultimately, as he says, reducible to anything else, though through the lens of
each set of actants, of course everything is reducible. Hence when Latour writes that he is
a constructivist, this does not mean he is a “social constructivist,” since if were a social
constructivist, he would be reducing everything down to a given culture or society, which
he does not want to do. Rather, he means that he wants to build through networks a
description of all the relations that make different actants, such as Pasteur’s germs, come
to be. All “facts,” then, are “constructed,” not out there beyond the technical and natural
processes through which they come above and are made. (Le fait in French being the same
as the third person singular of the verb, to do or make, faire, fait).
3. This brings us to Latour’s metaphysics: if Latour is ultimately going to claim to be doing
metaphysics, what could this
Key terms: Collective…
mean, given that, as Heidegger
“Unlike society [a term that over time he stopped
pointed out well in his critique
using except as that which is opposed by moderns to to of ontotheology in Being and
Time (1927), the point of
nature], which is an artifact imposed by the modern
metaphysics is to argue over
settlement, this term refers to the associations of
what is the ultimate stuff or
humans and non-humans. While a division between
Being of beings. If the Being of
nature an society renders invisible the political process
beings is matter or spirit or God,
[the labwork, etc.] by which the cosmos is collected
it doesn’t change the fact that
you are reducing all of being to
into one livable whole, the word ‘collective’ makes
one singular (type of) being.
this process central. Its slogan is ‘no reality without
This is why both Latour and
representation.’” (Pandora’s Hope, p. 305)
Heidegger find materialism to
be
reductionist
and
ontotheological. What then will
Latour mean in AIME that he is doing a metaphysics?
4. Ecologically, it would seem that Latour’s route is disastrous for those operating within our
political milieu. There are, we could say, two dominant (alas) approaches to climate
change. On the one side, we have Science, which dictates that climate change is underway,
that various sets of facts are not negotiable in terms of politics, and that something must be
done because of these facts uncovered by Science. Latour’s problem, as we’ll see, is that
this remains, he argues, too Platonist: giving one set of people a hold over reality. Instead,
as he long has argued, there are only “sciences,” a venerable means of doing things, where
there is only know-how (savoir), not knowledge (connaissance) of facts. Doesn’t this
politicization of the sciences open the door for the other dominant approach to climate,
namely the pseudo-sciences offered by the oil and gas industry? Or worse, give into the
belief that the sciences are just political, as their minions say? We’ll see that Latour has his
own answer for this, but he doesn’t retreat an inch in arguing that there are still no facts out
there, and that what we need is not a return to some hierarchy where Science dictates what
is to be done for all other modes of existence, as Plato had dreamed of in his philosophy.
Rather, he calls, as he had done as early as 1991 in We have Never been Modern (NBM),
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for a parliament of things, where we represent the hybrid objects of the world (atmosphere,
oceans, and so on) in the same way we do people and nations today.
5. Latour is by all accounts a devout Catholic: how does he square that with his own nonhierarchical, flat ontology that admits no transcendence? As we’ll come to see, Latour’s
answer is fascinating and indeed a key to all of his work: REL (as he’ll name it later) is
defeated for him the moment it becomes a weak version of science looking to explain the
facts of the world; it is a battle it just cannot win against science. But that’s not to say one
can’t be religion after the modern turn. Indeed, as I said, Latour is devout about it. When
we read the relevant sections of AIME and his eloquent and often moving Rejoicing, we
will see how one need not be a believer in order to be religious.
Lecture 2:
Readings: Latour, Chapter 1, “Crisis,” We Have Never Been Modern (1993).
Latour, Chapter 2, We Have Never Been Modern (1993).
Latour, Chapter 5, “The Redistribution,” We Have Never Been Modern (1993).
We Have Never Been Modern—but then, who has?
Perhaps Latour’s most read book, We Have Never Been Modern is impossible to classify:
it enters into debates about what constitutes modernity (and therefore what isn’t modern), concerns
itself in most examples with the sciences, offers an anthropology of contemporary societies (as its
French subtitle suggests, “Essai d’anthropologie symétrique”), and enters into philosophical
debates with semiotics, so-called postmodern skepticism, and competing positions in the
philosophy of science. The book begins with Latour quickly flipping through Le Monde and noting
how many “hybrid objects” occupy our politics: neither completely social nor completely
“natural.” The point is that we are now faced with a crisis, as the title of the first chapter suggests:
we can no longer hide the fact that we are dealing with “natural” objects as a matter of course in
our politics (e.g., the ozone layer) that are neither wholly from nature or from culture, since of
course, the threat to the ozone layer came from human beings and were produced by them. The
task is to recognize that we inhabit a world made up of “quasi-objects,” which upend the dualist
ontology between nature and culture, objects and subjects on offer from modernity. Rather than
see modernity as an achievement, Latour is clear that 1) modernity is but one way of laying out
the world among others, with no superiority to be given to this set of actants; 2) that we have
ourselves (the “we” of European descent) have never been modern. This does not mean that there
have not been widespread scientific achievements we dub modernity, but Latour argues that these
practices can be narrated and understood like any so-called “premodern” or “traditional” culture
and, moreover, what this mistaken dualist ontology does is mistake the very practices that allowed
it to get underway. “We have never been modern” signifies that, like those dubbed traditionalist
or premodern, we are incessantly working with actants that can’t be isolated easily as cultural or
natural. These hybrid actants, in a sense, do their work even as modernity disavows them. The
needle Latour needs to thread is to argue at once a) that there never was the modernity in practice
that dualists like Kant and Habermas wanted, and b) that this wasn’t an ideology that he is merely
critiquing, since he has closed that avenue off both in Irreductions and in this book. That is to say,
he can’t simply suggest that this was a false set of ideas since he has blocked that route—that
which is false can produce many effects and alliances. He needs to show that despite these effects,
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the moderns have always already relied, practically speaking, on hybrid objects that their
ontologies would disallow. Here he is summing up his thesis:
The hypothesis of this essay is that the word ‘modern’ designates two sets of entirely
different practices which must remain distinct if they are to remain effective but have
recently begun to be confused. The first set of practices, by ‘translation,’ creates mixtures
between entirely new types of beings, hybrids of nature and culture [this is akin to what his
ANT would find]. The second, by ‘purification,’ creates two entirely distinct ontological
zones: that of human beings on the hand; that of nonhumans on the other. Without the first
set, the practices of purification would be fruitless or pointless. Without the second, the
work of translation would be slowed down, limited, or even ruled out. The first set
corresponds to what I have called network; the second to what I call the modern critical
stance. The first, for example, would link in one continuous chain the chemistry of the
upper atmosphere, scientific and industrial strategies, the preoccupations of heads of state,
the anxieties of ecologists; the second would establish a partition between a natural world
that has always been there, a society with predictable and stable interests and stakes, and a
discourse that is independent of both reference and society. (NBM, 10-11)
Here in short, on the left hand side, is how we live, but that is funneled into the binary on the right.

This dualism means we practices acts of purification through which we distinguish the natural
from the social, keeping each safe from hybrid objects (e.g., laboratories that produce scientific
facts) that clearly take place, but which are “black boxed,” as Latour puts it, hidden away so that
we can maintain this dualism (see below his figure 1.1 from NBM). Hence the first dichotomy
below leads right into a second dichotomy, whereby we separate that model from the actual
practices of hybrid networks he had championed in Irreductions. This purification leads to a
number of contradictions: Nature becomes that which is both transcendent and immanent: we think
of it as independent of us, yet it is discovered in practices immanent to our societies and molded
through our technologies. Society, too, appears as both at the same time: it is the product of a
thousand free choices and human actions, yet as structuralists and others show us, it remains the
big Other that produces “us.” We thus get rid of all the mediations with “natural” objects that

10

produce us and so on. The modern constitution then, is that provides three guarantees (see figure
2.1), for Latour:
1. Ontologically: Nature is not our construction, it is transcendent. At the same time society
is our free construction and is immanent to our actions. This is well known from modern
philosophy: modern metaphysics couldn’t get off the ground without it (e.g., Descartes’
distinction between the cogito and the res extensa).
2. But, epistemologically, once we do science studies, we find that nature is our artificial
construction in the laboratory and
is “immanent” to our activities. At
the same time, we also judge the
social to be transcendent and
surpassing us all the time: this is
where I think Latour is putting
social constructivism (and hence
you should see broad daylight
between his position and that of
social constructivism, with which
it’s often confused by his critics),
but also at lower level all those
who think they stand outside of
society by studying it, just as a
scientist studies nature. Hence it is
transcendent in that sense (NBM,
34).
3. Latour avers, then that
Key terms: Translation
we repair these paradoxes
“Instead of opposing words and world, [by insisting on
by way of a “modern
practice, one] has multiplied the intermediary terms that
constitution” where we
guarantee that even though
focus on the transformations so typical of the sciences;
we “construct nature,” we
like ‘inscription,’ or ‘articulation,’ ‘translation’ is a term
act as if we didn’t, while at
that crisscrosses the modernist settlement. In its
the same time even though
linguistic and material connotations, it refers to all the
we do not construct
displacements through other actors whose mediation is
Society—for Latour, just
indispensable for any action to occur. In place of a rigid
as there is no Nature, there
is also no Social for him
opposition between context and content, chains of
[discuss if needed]—we act
translation refer to the work through which actors
as if society is one that we
modify, displace, and translate their various
do construct. In order to
contradictory interests.” (Pandora’s Hope, p. 311)
keep this balance going,
“nature and society must
remain absolutely distinct: the work of purification must remain absolutely distinct from
the work of mediation” (figure 2.1).
4. Finally, God is removed from both sides, as God is not needed for nature or for the social,
and is completely privatized as a matter of the heart or internal spirit. God is only brought
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back by those who wish to wed politics to religion, namely by saying God requires nature
to be x, y, or z way and thus for nature to follow (NBM, 33).
We thus get four guarantees that provide inexhaustable resources for “critique.” [Discuss if need
be.]
Is this but another work of demystification? Latour cannot claim to do so without doubling
down on that modern maneuver: even the critique of critique is still a critique. But these critiques
are built, he avers, by coming from one side or the other of the divide. For the materialist on the
object side of the pole, those who adhere to societal values are idealists; for those who believe in
social constructivism, it is those who speak of nature who want to “naturalize” societal movements
of power. And yet, despite, or better because of this dualism, Latour claims, the moderns produce
endless hybrid objects: laboratories produce endless sets of data and new objects such as vaccines,
engineers and inventors come up with technologies that include genetically modified organisms,
and so on. In short, in theory modernity was one of dualism and purification; in practice it was
anything but. Latour puts it thus, arguing that he is not just presenting another modern “critique.”
Here is where he takes up the challenge: he can't say it was an ideology or illusion that he is
unmasking; that is critique:
Expressed in this way, the modern predicament looks like a plot that I am to unveil [as
“critique” would do]. False consciousness would force the modern to imagine a
Constitution that they can never apply [so that’s not an option for him]. They would
practice the very things that they are not allowed to say. The modern world would thus be
populated by liars and cheaters. Worse still, by proposing to debunk their illusions, to
uncover their real practice, to probe their unconscious belief, to reveal their double talk, I
would play a very real modern role indeed, taking my turn in a long queue of debunkers
and critics. But the relation between the work of purification and that of mediation is not
that of conscious and unconscious, formal and informal, language and practice, illusion
and reality. I am not claiming that the moderns are unaware of what they do, I am simply
saying that what they do—innovate on a large scale in the production of hybrids—is
possible only because they steadfastly hold to the absolute dichotomy between the order
of Nature and that of Society, a dichotomy which is itself possible only because they never
consider the work of purification and that of mediation together. There is no false
consciousness involved, since the moderns are explicit about the two tasks. They have to
practice the top and the bottom halves of the modern Constitution. The only thing I add is
the relation between those different set of practices. So is modernity an illusion? No…It is
a force added to others that for a long time it has the power to represent, to accelerate, or
to summarize—a power that it no longer entirely holds. … So, modernity is not the false
consciousness of moderns, and we have to be careful to grant the Constitution…its own
effectiveness. Far from eliminating the work of mediation [in the production of hybrids],
it has allowed this work to expand. (NBM, 40-41)
Latour is less than clear, here, though, about the link between the two: how, precisely, was it the
theory, as one set of actants, that allowed another set of hybrids to go forth so prodigiously, namely
the “hybrid” objects that are neither natural nor cultural, or both? Like any good rationalist, Latour
wants the moderns to be clear about what it is they do. Indeed, he seems to suggest that all he is
doing is showing the crisis at work at this point in trying to hold the dual purification rituals
(purifying nature from culture and vice versa) apart, given the proliferation of hybrids in the age
of ecological collapse. In sum, the actants that are hybrid—global warming is not purely the act of
nature, as we know, but neither is it purely “human-made,” since that is done in concert with
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various ecologies the world over—fail to be accounted for in our modern ontological framework—
hence he begins with a discussion of laboratory results and the ozone layer in the beginning of We
have Never Been Modern.
At this point, his denunciation of neo-Enlightenment critical theory—he names
Habermas—comes to the fore: if
Key terms: Modern, Postmodern, Nonmodern,
“anyone has ever picked the wrong
Premodern
enemy,” he writes about his theory
“Loose terms that take on precise meanings when the
of communicative action, it would
conceptions of science they entail are taken into account. be a critical theory that would wish
to double down on a bifurcation of
‘Modernism’ is a settlement that has created a politics in
human and non-humans, free
which most political activity justifies itself by referring
beings and inert nature (NBM, 60to nature. Thus any conception of a future in which
61). But he is equally critical of soscience or reason will play a larger role in the political
called postmodernism, not least
order is modernist. ‘Postmodernism’ is the continuation
since it’s a movement in which
of modernism except that confidence in reason has been
Latour’s work is often placed. “I
have not found words ugly enough
abandoned. The ‘nonmodern,’ in contrast, refuses to
to designate this intellectual
shortcut due political process by using the notion of
movement,” he writes (61), because
nature, and replaces the modern and the postmodern
his argument is that by focusing on
divide between nature and society with the notion of
language games, Lyotard’s and
collective. ‘Premodernism’ is an exoticism due to the
others’ works presented anew a
invention of belief; those who are not enthusiastic about
cultural relativism inimical to
modernity are accused of having a culture and only
describing hyper objects: in short,
they presented themselves as critics
beliefs, not knowledge, about the world.” (Pandora’s
of the modern (especially its
Hope, p. 308)
Enlightenment narrative) but only
took to an extreme its dualism
“Modern [d]esignates not a period, but a form of the
between culture and nature. He
passage of time; a way of interpreting a set of situations
even critiques his allies in science
by attempting to extract from them the distinction
and technology studies (STS) for
looking to the social foundations of
between facts and values, states of the world and
scientific investigations, since they
representations, rationality and irrationality, Science and
seem to want to show nature to be
society… in such a way as to trace a radical difference
socially constructed; they are not
between the past and the future that makes it possible to
being, he avers, “symmetrical”
externalize definitively whatever has not been taken into
enough concerning nature and
account. Whatever suspends this passage without
society. In this way, he is not being
replacing it is postmodern. Whatever replaces the
anti-modern,
premodern
(traditional), or postmodern, but, he
passage of modern time by taking into account again
argues, “nonmodern” in looking to
what has been externalized is nonmodern or ecological.
the existence of hybrid or quasi(Latour, Politics of Nature, 244)
objects (NBM, 52-55). The point to
explain, though, is not, then, how nature arises from the social (social constructivism) or viceversa, how the social arises from nature (naturalist accounts of society, such as evolutionary
psychology), but rather how the split between nature and the social arises from the practices of the
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modern itself. As we saw in Irreductions, it is this mediational practices of actants—now dubbed
“quasi-objects”—that interests Latour.
We can thus summarize his position by looking to his chart of what kind of relativism he
offers:
1.
Absolute relativism:
Here you have cultures
(French, Xhosa, Indigenous
Australian, and so on) while
bracketing out the question
of nature.
2.
Cultural relativism:
each culture has its own
“view” of nature, and each is
incommensurable with the
other.
3.
Again, each culture
has its own view of nature,
but one society, the
Moderns, self-describes as
having a privileged access to
nature, namely Science.
4.
Latour’s “symmetrical
anthropology”: as in 1) and
2), each society is given its
due, but only insofar as one
sees each as producing
multiple hybrids.
What then is the “nonmodern constitution” that
Latour calls for? As we will see, NBM is largely a negative project, showing by turns what Latour
will reject from the modern project. In AIME, however, the project will be positive, outlining more
thoroughly the modes of existence that produce the hybrid objects he studies. For now, bringing
this lecture to a close, we can see what he rejects and what he keeps from the different types of
societies studied in NBM:
Premoderns/
Traditional
Societies

What is Rejected
What ANT retains
Scapegoating mechanisms (this is not Things can be treated as signs
explained well in the book); see figure 5.1. and vice-versa (see discussion
of Rejoicing tomorrow).
Ethnocentrism [discuss its central place in Multiplication of non-humans
Latour’s work]
Territory as fixed, since networks can Temporality is not a time-line,
always expand and retract
but is an “intensity” created
within networks themselves.
[Discuss.] Time is evental, not
linear.
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Moderns

Postmoderns

Obligations to link natural and social
orders on a one-to-one basis (e.g., the
Greek cosmos).
Nature/Culture split
Large-scale networks
Mediation (e.g., science labs) is hidden in Experimentation
the production of alliances.
Critique
Universality (ethnocentrism by another
name for Latour)
Freedom of the human
Freedom not just of social
beings, but “redefined as a
capacity
to
sort
the
combination of hybrids that no
longer
depend
on
a
homogeneous temporal flow”
(fig. 5.2)
Rationality without alliances
Belief in modernism
Multiple temporalities
Critique
denaturalization
Reflexive irony
Language games
Modes of existence
Cultural relativism
Relational relativism
Social constructivism
constructivism
Cultural hybridity
Explication of human/nonhuman hybrids.
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Lecture 3:
Latour’s Facing Gaia: Eight Lectures on the New Climatic Regime
Any discussion of the Anthropocene and anthropogenic climate change risks a mélange of different
authorial or professorial voices, one seen time and again in the literature on environmentalism.
There is the cloying, bereaved writer who mourns the loss of large parts of the earth to hyperindustrialization, as if nature were this or that patch of land she can no longer trammel and she is
lost for all that. There is the
moralizing “god be thanks, I am
not like that” sermonizing: we
know what can easily be done if
only reactionaries bumpkins such
as Trump or the oil industry or
name your favorite climatechange denying Australian just
finally recognized the consensus
of a science they can’t begin to
understand. Then there is selfregarding academic, who takes
the
current
and
coming
calamities as a good time to give
real-world import to whatever it
is they were studying before
(“What John Donne can tell us
about living green” is no doubt
somewhere in the literature), or
worse, as an opportune time to do
us the pleasure of inventing new
words to understand old ideas.
This is not to deny the sincerity of any of these types of writers—at various moments, I am one or
more of all three—not least since I can never sincerely question anyone’s sincerity. Rather our
reactions to the Anthropocene, as philosophers and theorists, is shaped by the sheer ubiquity of the
problem, of a size and scope our nation-state systems are too-outdated to begin to approach. Latour
puts the conundrum well in the prestigious 2013 Gifford lectures he used to prepare for the longer
book, Facing Gaia:
We are all climato-sceptics. I certainly am. ...So is the climatologist I was interviewing a
few months back [who said], “I am a sceptic, nonetheless, since, from the fully objective
knowledge I contribute to producing, I do nothing to protect my two kids from what is
coming.” This is the terrible quandary in which we find ourselves: being either one of those
who deny that there is a threat, or one of those who, knowing full well the extent of the
threat, do nothing to meet it. Nothing, at least, that could be at the right scale. I am not sure
what is worse: to be a denier or to be impotent? (“Gifford Lectures,” 109)
Moreover, our various forms of media (FB, twitter, and so on, all with the same font for anything
that pops up) have leveled down the problem to one media event among others. I mean, sure the
Earth is warming at a rate unseen in millennia, but some super couple did broke up or Trump said
something incredibly malign or stupid or both, and all are in the same font size rolling down the
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page with millions of messages to follow, equally meaningful and hence equally meaningless.
Thus the theorist or philosopher is led to the last pose, perhaps in what is the last stage of grief
when dealing with the Anthropocene: brushing right past what can and should be done, since it
can’t and won’t be done in our political climate, to deal with theorizing the end itself. Like
Christian millenarians of the Middle Ages, the end is ever nigh, thus the many deaths in recent
decades in what gets called theory: the end of the author, the end of the human, the end of nature,
and now the end of the worldtm.
We will see just what Latour does with this problem, calling for something like a strategic
use of millenarian apocalypticism. But first, let’s back up to discuss Latour’s political ecology as
we’ve been studying the past couple of days. In important works in the 1980s, Latour helped to
form what became known as both Act Network Theory and Science and Technology Studies. For
Latour any thing, event, and so on,
Key terms: Science vs. sciences
exists only through “trials of
“I contrast Science, defined as the politicization of the strength” with others. His method is
sciences by (political) epistemology in order to make avowedly anthropological, which is
still the case in the Gaia lectures.
public life impotent by bringing to bear on it the threat of How would we explain the religious
salvation by an already unified nature, with the sciences, beliefs of a community to which we
didn’t belong? We wouldn’t treat
in the plural and lowercase; their practice is defined as their practices as unreal, since of
one of the five essential skills of the collective in search course they have performative
effects in terms of family rearing,
of propositions with which it is to constitute the common political practices, and so on. They
world and take responsibility for maintaining the plurality are very much real, but the
anthropologist brackets out any
of external realities.” (Latour, Politics of Nature, 249)
reference to an outside: she
discusses these practices without
adjudicating the truth of these
beliefs, which are besides the point. Latour does much the same for science (or Science) as he does
for religion, the law, and ecology in his different writings over the last thirty years. Latour argues
that things only exist through alliances, through acting on others, through getting things to engage
with them. There is no “out there” of a nature that Science describes, but rather those things that
science describes exist only through a network of relations between the human and non-human,
between that which Science describes and the actants through which it makes new relations: the
scientific institutions, people, and so on, that make its “discovery possible.” In this sense, for
Latour, the germ didn’t pre-exist Louis Pasteur, but came to form alliances in and through him,
through the real relations to a given network of actants. Without those actants, no bacteria. So too
with God: Latour, a devout Catholic, does not think religion is about belief, but about the practice
of community; it’s not about a great outside that religion points to, but something like an internal
sphere (to use a metaphor that comes up often in these lectures) that has its own felicity conditions
of right and wrong conduct. So too with science: there are only its practices and the task of those
who study science is not to bow down to external “facts” but to politicize science, to show how it
gets underway, to demonstrate the alliances that make possible some discoveries, while others
never do, and for all that, in the strict sense do not exist.
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Latour’s version of ANT has always faced the charge of relativism: that there are truths
only insofar there are human and non-human actants forming alliances that keep it going. In this
way, the God of the Catholics was
very much real, and the death of God
Key terms: Old Regime: This deliberately simplistic
as churches turn to mausoleums is
term is used to bring out the contrast between the
also very much real. In terms of
bicameralism [split houses] of nature and society, on
political ecology, Latour’s striking
the one hand, and that of the new Constitution [see
claim is not that nature or science is
below], which allows a state of law, on the other. Just
a social construction, but a
as the French Revolution called into question the
construction among and between
non-human and human actants. This
legitimacy of the aristocratic power of divine right,
is the core of his thought, one that is
political ecology calls into question the aristocratic
easily missed by critics who can’t
power of divine “Science.” (Latour, Politics of Nature,
handle subtlety in thought and less so
246)
in action: Latour is a constructivist,
but social constructionism, as we’ve
made clear, makes the mistake of
following modernity in making a binary split between nature and culture, between science and
politics, between facts explained by science and the values we cherish in our encounters. Latour
argues that we have never been
modern, that there never has been a
Key terms: Nature: “Understood here not as multiple
major split between nature and
realities [which is his thinking of a Pluriverse] but as
culture simply because the human
an unjustified process of unification of public life and
exists, such as it is, through moreof distri- bution of the capacities of speech and
than-human actants that in turn are
representation in such a way as to make political
influenced by it. Our modern era is
assembly and the convening of the collective in a
characterized, then, by one basic
Republic impossible. I am combating three forms of
split: the division of the collective in
which we are into Society and
nature here: the “cold and hard” nature of the primary
Nature, politics where we shape
qualities, the “warm and green” nature of Naturpolitik,
values and science that describes the
and finally the “red and bloody” nature of political
facts of nature. In his 2003 book,
economics. To naturalize means not simply that one is
Politics of Nature, Latour argued for
un-duly extending the reign of Science to other
politicizing science—to show how it
domains, but that one is paralyzing politics.
depends on power and practices that
it nevertheless denies in the cool rush
Naturalization can thus be carried out on the basis of
for
objective
and
bloodless
society, morality, and so on. Once the collective has
statements
of
facts:
water
is
H20, and
been assembled, there is no longer any reason, by
so on, even as this is a revisable
contrast, to deprive oneself of expressions of common
proposition that exists only so long as
sense and to use the term “natural” for something that
a network of actants continues to
goes without saying or something that is a full-fledged
engage practices that make it true
member of the collective. (Latour, Politics of Nature,
(produce textbooks, convince others
of its validity, and so on). What
246)
Latour does in Politics of Nature is
show how we can advocate what he
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calls a “parliament of things” where the non-human and the human are not so split off, and the
facts of the sciences are seen as hybrids among and between nature and society.
Latour’s bête noire is one confusing labeled by him “epistemology,” those who think they
can have transcendental notions of Science and Nature, that is, a pointing to something that
transcends the practices that bring it about. He calls hiding the practices of science “blackboxing”
and the wish to just look at facts and not how science is made (like a chef, he likes to look at how
the food is cooked, not just the taste at the end) “Double Click.” This view is self-evident, but the
moment the practices of sciences go away, so too goes
away its view of nature, and Latour is scathing about
what he calls the “epistemology police” who stammer
• subject/object
about Truth in ways reminiscent of Plato: there is
dualism
Modernity as
something beyond appearances that we few witness
(epistemology)
theory
and any discussion of practices and institutions is alltoo-worldly, all-too-contaminated with values, all-torelative to a here and now to deliver the Truth or Facts.
This policing of what is True—this matters to Latour,
because there are many different modes of life that
• Production of
provide truths beyond Science—is inherently
hybrid objects
Practices of
political. To borrow a phrase Charles Taylor once
Modernity
used about liberalism: Science is not neutral; it is a
fighting creed, and now more than ever it should see
its own politics and fight for it. Science wishes that it
is a-political, even though the sciences in the plural
form the very alliances that are the stuff of our
• Ecology
politics, the “techno-scientific” hybrids that would
Anthropocene
include mad cow disease, the salmon fishery, and so
on, as we saw at the beginning of NBM. In the Politics
of Nature (2003), Latour asks us to get rid of the idea
of nature in the name of ecology: nature is that which
stands over and again the human, waiting for some philosopher or scientist to detail the facts about
this dead, inanimate set of things over and which we are free and very much animated. Over and
against this dead nature, Latour proposes the parliament of things as engaging in an experimental
set of processes and see how science is brought into the political and vice-versa. He argues the
examples are too numerous to mention of members of this parliament, from climate change to
HIV. Against the hierarchical Platonism, dependent on theorists and scientists to deliver a truth
that we mere mortals cannot access, this parliament would be “democratic” in recognizing the
trials of strength that make both science and politics possible. Indeed, in the last sections of the
book, he details how such a parliament, at least in a practice run, can come about: different
participants representing the oceans, atmosphere, and so on. This seems new age-y and unrealistic
except that it’s upon us to think a way out of this as well. How to do that? This does not make
Latour anti-realist in the philosophical sense, that is, denying a reality to which we belong. As can
be seen above, he likes the paradoxical type of statement that throws us off our usual understanding
in order to rethink staid categories. For example, what ecologist would tell us nature is dead? What
scientific anti-realist would deny that science describes a reality beyond it would claim to be the
true realist? Latour’s rhetoric is meant to get us to quit the alliances that we have formed in the
modern world—say with a belief in a Nature that transcends us—in order to form other

19

collectivities, that is, theories, apparatuses, things, events, and so on, based on what he calls a
Dingpolitik (a politics of things) where we recognize facts are, etymologically, things that are
facere, made. He writes, “this is common to all entities: they have to be made, constructed,
elaborated, fabricated” (“Gifford Lectures,” 15). This does not mean that science is only about
power [does it?]. Rather, in a parliament of things, the point is to produce new, healthier hybrids,
in particular those that are not destructive of what he believes we too quickly call the Earth. The
problem is, as he puts it in FG, we watch now as the wrong party uses sciences’s fabrication
against it: those who deny or need to for corporate reasons do so by saying climate science is made
and hence political versus those who wish to black box (hide its fabrication) as scientists and hence
leave themselves without weapons with which to defend themselves (FG, 28).
This brings us to his writings on Gaia in his Gifford lecture series from 2013 updated in
2015 for the eight lectures in the French edition and then further, if slightly, updated for the English
version in 2017 (see FG, 4-5, for a
Key terms: Cosmopolitics…
discussion of the different versions),
Here we are going back to the Greek meaning— and to what he dubs his
“arrangement,” “harmony”—along with the more cosmopolitics. Cosmos means a wellordered world, but Latour argues
traditional meaning, “world.” The cosmos is thus there is no pre-given whole, no presynonymous with the good common world that Isabelle given universal (as Kant and others
believed). Rather a cosmopolitics
Stengers refers to when she uses the term cosmopolitics looks to fabricate a politics for what
(not in the multinational sense but in the meta- physical he dubs the Earthbound, given that
the industrialization produced by
sense of the politics of the cosmos). To designate its techno-science threatens any future
antonym, we could use the term “cacosmos.” (Latour, collective. This brings us to a choice,
he believes: either we continue to
Politics of Nature, 240-1)
modernize modernization, that is,
double down on collectivities that are
destructive, as when we want to produce nature in our own image, e.g., thinking we can simply
invent some new geo-engineering to get out of the problems of the Anthropocene, or we see that
our lives are already ecological in the strict sense of that term: caught up in webs of relations
without tight borders and always in uncertain, fragile conditions. In the lectures we read for today,
Latour revisits this ground, arguing that our notion of nature is theological. Indeed, polemically he
tries to show those who most critique religion reproduce a thinking of a Nature, an external third
party to our practices that will be able to settle all of our political problems, i.e., if we just say one
more time it’s a damn fact that there is climate change, then we will have settled everything. He
writes in the first lecture:
[T]he question of politics will not be limited to humans but will be extended to non-humans
as well, that is, to all the agencies that make up the cosmos inside which humans do reside.
Such an extension will force us to disengage political theory from its long attachment with
an epistemological definition of Nature. If Nature known by the sciences is no longer the
ultimate referee able to settle conflicts, then politics has to take over and the common world
has to be progressively composed. (“Gifford Lectures,” 8)
In Latour’s phrasing in this course, the point is to see science as performative, as enunciating and
creating networks, composing them. In fact, by composing ecological networks, those fearing the
worst of climate change will not only be unable to “settle conflicts” by pointing to external facts,
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but will have to go to war. He argues that far from dealing with an inanimate nature, the sciences
(note the multiple) multiply the actants, since they bring more to our attention:
[T]he practice, here again, is exactly the opposite [of dealing with a dead Nature]. Even if
you factor in duplication, replication, and the race to ‘publish or/and perish,’ a calm and
cold consideration of the scientific literature shows that it ceaselessly multiplies the number
of agents that have to be taken into account for any course of action to be achieved. If you
now replace the technical name of each of those agents by what they do, as the simplest
semiotic method requires, you are not faced by the oxymoron ‘inanimate agencies’ but, on
the contrary, by a fabulous multiplication of the potentials for action. This is exactly what
allows so many engineers, inventors, innovators, and investors to devise unprecedented,
improbable, and surprising courses of action. The net result of the scientific disciplines is
an immense increase in what moves, agitates, boils, warms, and complicates; what in brief,
yes, animates the agencies making up the world. (“Gifford Lectures,” 17)
In the third lecture, this brings Latour to the Gaia hypothesis of James Lovelock, one that has been
treated as thinking the Earth (the god of earth being Gaia; see pp. 88-83 for a rendition of the myth
from Hesiod) as a single living organism. Far from revolted by this quasi-new-age idea, Latour
argues that Lovelock’s notion of Gaia has been misunderstood simply because scientific and other
critics of Lovelock remain too modern, too quick to separate the sciences and what they describe.
What Lovelock shows is not that the Earth is one unimportant speck among others in the universe,
but rather is quite special and fragile: it is a fragile composition--a continuing thing under
construction—of living and non-living, which as yet we cannot find anywhere else in the galaxy.
For that reason, the collective to which we belong could exist nowhere else.
You may still spend huge budgets on what used to be called, ironically, the ‘conquest of
space,’ but it will be to transport, at best, half a dozen encapsulated astronauts from a live
planet across inconceivable distances to a few dead ones. Where things will happen is down
here and now. Don’t dream any more, you mortals. You won’t escape to outer space. You
have no other abode than down here, the shrinking planet. You can’t compare it with any
other. Earth is what in Greek is
Key terms: Signification…
called an apax—a name used
We normally think of this as a human property—we once—and that’s the name that
your species, Earthlings, deserves
make signs—and perhaps we suggests apes and such as well—or if you prefer a word
do, too. But Latour goes further: “Signification is the with the same etymology: idiot.
(“Gifford Lectures,” 56)
property of all agents, in that they never cease to have We are all idiots (idiotês) in the
agency…For all agents, to act signifies bringing one’s Greek sense of the term: we can’t
leave home, we can’t leave this
existence, one’s subsistence, from the future toward the assemblage we call the earth, but
present [his emphasis]: they act as long as they fill the we should see the earth as itself an
assemblage of earths, of “agents
breach of existence—or else they purely and simply that” should not “be prematurely
disappear. In other words, existence and signification unified in a single acting whole”
(“Gifford Lectures,” 59). Gaia, he
are synonyms. (FG, 70)
argues, is not a sentient being, as
some have supposed, but
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every organism intentionally manipulates its surroundings to its own benefit. No agent on
Earth is merely superimposed on any other as a brick juxtaposed on another brick as would
be the case on a dead planet. Each of them acts to modify its neighbours, no matter how
slightly, to render its own survival slightly less improbable. This is where the difference
lies between geochemistry and geophysiology. It is not that Gaia is some ‘sentient being’
but that the concept of ‘Gaia’ captures the distributed intentionality of all the agents that
are modifying their surroundings to suit themselves better. (Gifford Lectures, 67)
For this reason, Latour, as does Lovelock, argues against any thinking of the environment, since
in the age of the Anthropocene, there is no environment outside of us, but rather every organism
itself has effects on what is outside of it: the environment is a part of the ecological, not outside of
ecology. This means we have gotten rid of levels:
Climate is the historical result of reciprocal, mutually interfering connections among all
growing creatures. It expands, it diminishes or it dies with them. The Nature of olden days
had levels, layers and a well ordered zoom; Gaia subverts levels. There is nothing inert,
nothing benevolent, nothing external in it. If climate and life have evolved together, space
is not a frame, nor even a context. (Facing Gaia, 106)
Following others, then, Latour argues that Gaia has a history, just as humans were supposed. This
is another of putting a “natural” or ecological spin on everything Latour has been teaching for
thirty years. We are part of that “geostory,” those changes occurring within a long political ecology
that arrived long before what we too quickly dub the human. The irony is that the Anthropocene
at once brings the “human back on stage” (“we” actants produce carbon emissions that lead to
climate change) but also “dissolves the idea that [the human] is a unified giant agent of history”
(Gifford Lectures, 79). There is no view from nowhere, no view from on high, and neither a god
nor the human as instrument of history can save us. Gaia, of course, comes from Greek mythology.
The writer William Golding (author of Lord of the Flies), as Latour details, gave the idea to use it
to the quirky British scientist James Lovelock for the heading under which to name his thesis that
the Earth is one living system, that is, the precious balance between oxygen and carbon dioxide in
the Earth’s atmosphere (FG, 76-81). As Lovelock puts it, the theory of Gaia “states that organisms
and their material environment evolve as a single coupled system, from which emerges the
sustained self-regulation of climate and chemistry as a habitable state for what is the current biota”
(cited in Gerard de Vries, Latour [Polity, 2017], 195; see section 6.5 of that book for excellent
summary of Facing Gaia). The problem with the Gaia hypothesis is that it was taken up, well, by
hippies and New Age religionists in the 1970s as a kind of God or superorganism. But what
Lovelock wished to do was neither underanimate Earth (as had been done) nor overanimate it (FG,
94), that is, make it into a new God. She is, as Latour puts it, “not a figure of harmony” (FG, 82).
The point that he was making was that the Earth overall was a fragile ecosystem, a network of
networks whose ecosystem was under direct threat by humanity. We have seen this in spades, and
what Latour wishes to do is animate the globe without adhering to a philosophically dubious
vitalism that would make Gaia another Subject or Force underneath the actants that we see all
around us while also undoing the Nature/Culture split to which modernity adhered (FG, 85). As
Latour writes,
Lovelock’s problem is new: how to speak about the Earth without taking it to be an already
composed whole, without adding to it a coherence that it lacks, and yet without deanimating
it by representing the organisms that keep the thin film of the critical zone alive as mere
inert and passive passengers on a physio-chemical system? His problem is indeed to
understand in what respect the Earth is active, but without endowing it with a soul; and to
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understand, too, what is the immediate consequence of the Earth’s activity—in what
respect can one say that it retroacts to the collective actions of humans? (FG, 86)
Gaia thus would be a this-world and indeed worldly entity that is but a name for an “anti-system”
(FG, 87). As Latour puts it, there is only one Gaia, but Gaia is not a whole, it is not “one” thing
(FG, 97). This matches his ANT going back to “Irreductions”: there is no whole and yet we can
think an anti-system such as Gaia that is a fragile network of actants that is never completely
universalized or unified. Gaia is the anti-God, a secular being, Latour avers, but is not nothing for
all that. Latour writes:
It is in this sense that Gaia is not an organism, and that we cannot apply to it any
technological or religious model. It may have an order, but it has no hierarchy; it is not
ordered by levels; it is not disordered, either. All the effects of scale result from the
expansion of some particularly opportunistic agent grabbing opportunities to develop as
they arise: this is what makes Lovelock’s Gaia totally secular. ... If there is no frame, no
goal, no direction, we have to consider Gaia as the name of the process by which variable
and contingent occurrences have made later events more probable. In this sense, Gaia is a
creature no more of chance than of necessity. Which means that it closely resembles what
we have come to regard as history itself. Have we finally sketched Gaia’s face? No, of
course not. I hope at least that I’ve said enough to convince you that seeking “Man’s place
in Nature”—to fall back on an outmoded expression—is not at all the same task as learning
to participate in the geohistory of the planet. By bringing into the foreground what was
formerly confined to the background, we are not hoping to live at last “in harmony with
nature.” There is no harmony in that contingent cascade of unforeseen events, nor is there
any “nature” – at least not in this sublunary realm of ours. By the same token, learning how
to situate human action in this geohistory does not amount, either, to “naturalizing”
humans. No unity, no universality, no unchallengeability, no indestructibility can be
invoked to simplify the geohistory in which humans find themselves immersed. (FG, 1067)
This fits with everything that Latour has written about networks—there is no God, no capitalism,
no Gaia, no anything without them—since “Irreductions.” What he adds to this is his account of
modernity, that we have never been modern. In the chapter, “How to convene the various peoples
(of nature)?” he has the following chart. Let’s read and describe each of these:
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What Latour describes in the first and third columns is science as it was theorized (the “moderns”)
and science as it was actually practiced, respectively. In the second and fourth columns is
something similar, namely a religion based upon belief (Counter-religion 1, the religion of
monotheism that came after the polytheism of the Greeks and Romans) and religion as it is
practiced (we will discuss this tomorrow). The point is to see nature as treated differently by Latour
and how he brings home his years’ work on networks and modernity in these pages on ecology,
and also the similar make up between nature and the supposed religion that it surpassed; Latour is
noting they are both “natural religions.” The point is not to see nature as something external
(transcendent), but as immanent and made through our scientific practices. Does this mean that
global climate change is made? Yes, Latour answers, but this is not to say it is made up, since we
can point to all of the alliances it has made to become such a powerful narrative of who we are.
They have all of the scientists and their machinery, and next to them the faux-experts of the
denialists look weak indeed. And yet, this is precisely where a discussion of political economy
should be had, since of course, the reason why we have done nothing over the last several decades
is precisely because it is not efficient. (For one view on this, see this scathing write up on Latour
here by Mckenzie Wark.) And the practical import is this: they are winning, if by “winning” one
means chugging along at levels of growth that will make vast parts of the Earth uninhabitable for
billions in a few short decades. Latour’s answer is to move in several steps.
1. First, the Anthropocene forces us to realign our politics, no longer as that which takes place
within and among nation-states, but rather as that occurring between those of “us” who are
Earthbound and recognize what is happening and those who aren’t. In reshaping this politics, we
must finally announce that to which we are faithful, that is, what are our values, and so on:
The true beauty of the term Anthropocene is that it brings us very close to anthropology,
and it makes less implausible the comparison of collectives finally freed of the obligation
to locate any one collective with respect to the others according to the sole schema of nature
(singular) and cultures (plural), where unity would be on one side, multiplicity on the other.
Finally, multiplicity is everywhere! Politics can begin again. Once the temptation to see it
simply as a new avatar of the schema “Man facing Nature” has been set aside, there is
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probably no better solution than to work at disaggregating the customary characterizations
until we arrive at a new distribution of the agents of geohistory—new peoples for whom
the term human is not necessarily meaningful and whose scale, form, territory, and
cosmology all have to be redrawn. To live in the epoch of the Anthropocene is to force
oneself to redefine the political task par excellence: what people are you forming, with
what cosmology, and on what territory? …The redistribution of agency—what used to be
called, not so long ago, the “environmental questions”!—is not a way to assemble the
concerned parties peacefully. It divides more effectively than all the political passions of
the past—it always has. (FG, 143-4)
This, he argues, is a “diplomatic” obligation “to introduce ourselves to one another in the form of
newly defined peoples” (FG, 223).
2.
This means cutting away what
Key terms: Diplomacy…
Latour dubs the Old Climate Regime,
“Skill that makes it possible to get off a war footing by which as one might guess at this point
is the “de-terrestrial” viewpoint of the
pursuing the experiment of the collective concerning
moderns, where science had no
the common world by modifying its essential
“place,” was disembodied and
requirements: the diplomat succeeds the anthropologist blackboxed all of its bodily and
in the encounter with cultures.” (Latour, Politics of
temporal-spatial activities in the
Nature, 239)
pursuit of facts. The Old Climate
Regime did not have friends or
enemies since it was to be non-political: scientific facts are not made and they are not to be
fought over like we would the amount of treasury going to defense or some such. That is, once
science is brought on board, there are no real “opponents,” only those pre- or postmodern
peoples who are to be pitied for not engaging in scientific reality (FG, 223). This old regime
therefore is one that is cosmopolitan in the worst sense, since it doesn’t belong to any specific
territory; it merely reports on nature. Let’s see if I can chart this out based on what Latour
suggests:
Old Climate Regime
New Climate Regime
Divinity
Nature
Gaia (Multiple Divinities)
Politics
Apolitical, just reporting facts of the Political through and through
world
Citizens
Scientists
Everyone who accedes to this
“divinity.”
Aim
Peace through pedagogy: we will teach Peace through political wins. Science
you about nature and then you will is political and it must use its
change.
alliances to change the fate of the
planet.
Territory
The universe
Each people has its own territory, its
own place in the world.
Regime
Platonic: the scientists move facts Parliament of things: everyone (the
through double-click to politicians, who oceans, atmosphere, peoples, etc.)
then listen.
are represented.
Here is how he defines the differences himself:
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We have reached the point when we should make no mistake about the role of Gaia in the
return to the situation of war. Gaia no longer occupies in any sense the position of arbiter
that Nature occupied during the modern period. Such is the tipping point between unified,
indifferent, impartial, global “nature” whose laws are determined in advance by the
principle of causality, and Gaia, which is not unified, whose feedback loops have to be
discovered one by one, and which can no longer be said to be neutral toward our actions,
now that we are obliged to define the Anthropocene as the multiform reaction of the Earth
to our enterprises. Gaia is no longer “unconcerned” by what we do. Far from being
“disinterested” with respect to our actions, it now has interests in ours. Gaia is indeed a
third party in all our conflicts—especially since the emergence of the Anthropocene—but
at no point does it play the role of a higher third party capable of dominating situations.
The whole, here again, here as always, is inferior to the parts. We can understand that the
Spirit of the Laws in the two regimes differs to this extent: in the Old Climate Regime
every conflict is prejudged by the simple application of the laws of “nature,” while in the
New Climate Regime there is no longer a sovereign arbiter; we have to fight point by point
to discover—and no longer to apply—the reactions of the agents, one after another. In the
first regime, objects are deanimated—only subjects have souls; in the second, we find
ourselves truly in a state of war. In the first regime, Peace is given in advance; in the second,
it has to be invented, through the establishment of a specific diplomacy. The first is a
naturalist regime; the second is, let us say, a compositionist one. (FG, 238)
3. This then allows us to bring in the work of Carl Schmitt, the reactionary political jurist who
famously argued that politics was essentially the concrete decision by the sovereign over the
friend/enemy distinction. Latour says that although the “Nazi legal scholar can be likened to a
poison…it is all a matter of dosage!” What Latour finds necessary is Schmitt’s invocation of
the enemy, which Latour finds missing from much of the peace and love, apoliticized
discussions of the Old Climate Regime. About this I have more than my doubts. To this, Latour
then adds in another dose of Schmitt from Nomos of the Earth (1950), where Schmitt argues,
in Latour’s most simplified form, that all space is territorial and hence political, thus “resisting
the scientism of his time” (FG,
Key terms: Enemy…
231). In short, Schmitt becomes
“This word is used first to designate the exterior of the in Latour’s hands rightly a
thinker of place, as opposed to
collective, which, unlike nature, has not the passive role space (think of Cartesian
of a given, but the active role of something that has been coordinates), but why Schmitt for
this? He gains three theses from
placed outside … something that can put the interior of Schmitt: 1) politics is about
the collective in mortal danger, and, finally, something friends and enemies, and that
enemy need not be the Other of
that may return at the following stage to demand its the nation or some racial idea; 2)
place as partner and ally. The enemy is specifically not science is apolitical yet it defines
away notions of space in terms of
what is definitely foreign, immoral, irrational, or mathematical coordinates; 3)
Schmitt proves that to “territory
nonexistent.” (Latour, Politics of Nature, 240-1)
conceived as a space, as an
undifferentiated container, he contrasts the territories conceived as places, differentiating
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contents” (FG, 231). But many thinkers perform the latter two and when one cuts away the
actual contents of Schmitt’s work (his Eurocentrism to name just one) one empties him of his
own contents, his own place, if you will. What he also gathers from Schmitt is that access to
peace comes through war, not vice-versa. As McKenzie Wark puts it,
Schmitt appeals to Latour as someone who understands politics as a space-making activity.
What Schmitt calls nomos, which perhaps we could render for present purposes as the
appropriation and distribution of territory, is also that which distributes agency between
nature and culture. To occupy the earth is to sue for a new nomos of the earth. Not that of
extensive colonial acquisition this time, but one of intensive discovery. There is no
sovereign agency over the earth, above its law but with the capacity to enforce it, so what
we have is a state of war. (Verso Blog, 5 October, 2017)
What then is to be done? This long summary out of the way, it is notable in this work that Latour
leans heavily, when it comes to composition, on Hobbes and Schmitt, who put sovereignty and the
friend-enemy distinction at the heart of their politics. No doubt, like the earth itself, Schmitt’s
thinking of the decision and the friend-enemy distinction exerts a gravitational pull on all those
who read him; his categories seem inexorable. But while we are in a state of exception, Schmitt’s
“nomos of the earth” is not the model for a new politics, as he avowedly is for Latour. What Latour
wants, it seems, is a declaration of a new enemy—the Earthbound versus the Human, he says—
who uses a strategic use of the end of the world to name enemies and “kee[p] politics alive”
(“Gifford Lectures,” 113), since politics requires not homogenization, but rather places and
territories to be protected, all in the name of a universal, a mundus or cosmos towards which we,
little by little, assemble our way. Gaia would be this new sovereign, in the strict Schmittian sense,
as that which provides for the decision and the state of exception (“Gifford Lectures,” 135). This
decisionism is dangerous in our time. Breaking off here, there are other ways of thinking the
political than Schmitt’s decisionism, other ways to think without a third-party outside the politics
in which we exist. It’s my wager that if all we are left with is Schmittianism, we’re better off with
the end of the world.
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Lecture 4:
Rejoicing, or Beyond Belief: Latour’s Immanentist Theology
To address a collective is first to find a way of naming what it respects the most, what it
recognizes as its supreme authority. If a collective takes care of itself, and sometimes of
others, it might be because it invokes a divinity, or rather—so as not to shock sensitive
readers—a deity by which it feels it is being convoked. We have known this as long as
anthropology has existed: there is no collective without a ritual during which people
discover that the only real way to come together as a group entails being convoked by this
authority and invoking it in return. We learned this from Durkheim, who demonstrated that
the figure of Society, with a capital S, could play the role of supreme authority for certain
modernized peoples—and we have understood, over the course of the last century, that the
Market, always with a capital M, could also serve as the authority of last resort over vast
territories. In this sense, there is no such thing as a durably secularized collective; there are
only collectives that have modified the name and the properties of the supreme authority
in whose name they gather.
Latour, Facing Gaia, 153
It is because I have an ear for the religious questions that I very quickly detect those who
put religion where it has no business being, in particular in science or in politics.
Latour, Facing Gaia, 179
At long last can we finally be done with the idea of God? How could there be an idea of
God that escapes the critiques of ontotheology in both Kant and Heidegger? Post-Kantian attempts
to resuscitate the idea of God as practical and ethical promise—not just in Kant but notable works
in recent literature ranging from Schelling to Levinas to Nancy to Richard Kearney—reek of moral
blackmail: either God or there is no meaning to this existence, and therefore, following
Dostoevsky, all is possible, and then we are not far from equating the necessary deconstruction of
the idea of God and nihilism. As if the very idea was not, at some point in history, invented, as if
all were not always already possible, including the invention of this idea, as if one could not
imagine an entire other history without the idea of God. Though I would add: we can’t and
shouldn’t imagine such a history without the idea of God. As Heidegger, Derrida, and others have
amply shown, of course, there is no thinking of history without the Judeo-Christian tradition, and
thus we can’t think of history without a certain idea of God and its invention of history, even if we
name that God by others names: nature, world, Being, and so on, that is, an ultimate Subject
beneath the world of becoming, guaranteeing it a given telos and order, that is, a history. Such is
the aporia of trying to think an alternate path beyond the idea of God, since we would only rewrite
line by line naively a tradition we would have thought to transcend. Is this not the lesson of the
new atheists and their faith in technoscience to deliver us from evil? The point of this lecture is to
think through what one could only describe as a post-ontotheological attempt at raising God from
the dead. This, I believe, is at the heart of many recent writings by Bruno Latour, a point missed,
despite his training and his daily practice of reading the Bible, by those who have produced long
books on his work. At least that is my surmise and we can test that today.
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Latour’s writings on theology are eminently quotable if easily misunderstood, though one
should not read them as some Spinozistic attempt to hide an atheism that dare not speak its name.
Looking through his 2013 book on theology, Rejoicing: Or the Torments of Religious Speech, or
relevant sections of his An Investigation of the Modes of Existence (AIME), one can see a treasure
trawl of programmatic statements that are both less and more than meets the eye. For example, in
Rejoicing, Latour writes, “Everything is false in religion, we have to reject everything; everything
is true, down to the last comma, and we must not change one iota. It depends on us, on you, on me
alone” (R, 119). Let me read that again, because Latour enjoys, as I’ve said, the paradoxical
statement that nevertheless is revealing. [Reread]. The relevance of the word falsity is simply this:
there is no performative utterance that is true unless performed and reperformed: I now marry you
man and wife or wife and wife, as one can do these days, finally, is neither true or false in any
classical sense. This he borrows from speech-act theory [Discuss if needed.] Latour’s wager is that
it is the Christian tradition—not J. L. Austin—that gave us this lineage: in the beginning was the
Word. And that word performed and still performs the world. What if religion, then, isn’t what we
so often believe it to be, namely a set of beliefs? What if it is not about a poor-man’s “faith” (a
weak knowledge) one takes on to solve existential wounds and make it through the darkness of the
night? What if religion isn’t about the Truth? About your immortality? About transcending this
awful mortal coil and the horrors that go with it: death and disease, to name just two. What if
religion isn’t about regurgitating the facts given to us by a book (e.g., the Bible or Qur’an) about
different parts of our common history, one that modern science now denies because of its
references to miracles, the miracles that we would need to rise up once more after death—and so
too, more importantly to many of us, those whom we love, to let them exist once more, ever and
again? What if religion isn’t about God’s existence or to tell us the ultimate meaning of all of
existence itself? The meaning of life? What good is it then? What if religion is not about anything
ethereal, but the here and now, the hic et nunc of what is immanent to our existence? The task of
what follows is to solve a mystery arising from Latour’s writings, even as we won’t solve the
mystery of mysteries: how does a writer who refuses all manner of explaining cultural and natural
phenomena in terms of some beyond, as we’ve seen, nevertheless remain a self-described devout
Catholic? If he again and again refuses to see God as a substance or substrate, then what, to take
the title of his major work on religion, is worth rejoicing about?
Trained in the early 1970s under anthropologist and biblical exegete André Malet in Dijon,
Latour, as we’ve seen, is best known for his work in science and technology studies and for his
philosophical examination of the false claims to being modern. In his doctoral work under Malet,
as he put it several years ago, he “discovered biblical exegesis, which had the effect of forcing
[him] to renew [his] Catholic training, but, more importantly, which put [him] for the first time in
contact with what came to be called a network of translations something that was to have decisive
influence on [his] thinking” (Latour, “Coming out as a Philosopher,” Social Studies of Science
40.4: 599–608, 600). Latour’s work is premised, as we saw Monday, on the idea that “nothing is,
by itself, either reducible or irreducible to anything else,” that is, one should never give an account
of one set of actants in terms of a metaphysics that reduces all to materiality, a god, and so on for
ultimate explanations (“Irreductions,” 1.1.1, 158). Just as important to our concerns, though this
meets up with his irreductionism, is what he learned from work in anthropology in the 1970s,
which he has consistently applied to all manner of modes of existence since, including the making
of the law, the work of scientists in laboratories, and even the ways we think of nature in a time of
ecological collapse. Put simply, his method is anthropological, or at least how he thinks of this
term: an anthropologist studies other cultures not by denying particular deities or decrying the
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inefficiency of certain economic structures given that the object is to identify how a given society
functions, while remaining agnostic, so to speak, about a given culture’s beliefs and such related
to a given outside. For example, the practices of Native American “religions” are not to be simply
disqualified as pre-scientific mystification, ill-gotten irrationalisms, or in terms of their economic
organization since the practices themselves are very much real, influencing an entire set of histories
we could only, after the most careful study over many decades, begin to understand. This follows
from a point Latour made in Irreductions:
There is no difference between the “real” and the “unreal,” the “real” and the “possible,”
the “real” and the “imaginary.” Rather, there are all the differences experienced between
those that resist for long and those that do not, those that resist courageously and those
that do not, those that know how to ally or isolate themselves and those that do not.
(Irreductions, 159)
If we wed this to Latour’s earliest hermeneutic practice, the point is not to read for a beyond
to a given set of texts towards which a culture’s discourses would point, but to show how certain
‘truths’ have arrived and are discerned through translations and transmissions. That is, to use the
language of J. L. Austin’s speech-act theory that is all over Latour’s later writings, one works to
discern the felicity conditions by which words act in a given cultural milieu. Latour’s writings then
turn this anthropological gaze, usually ethnocentrically pointed outwards towards other cultures,
back on the most sacred and supposedly desacralized spaces in the West. By doing so, he is
interested in the separable modes of existence, not to their beliefs, but their practices. In this way,
he moves against a certain Platonism in the West: we don’t think language—we will see how this
plays out in what follows—in terms of its referent to a certain reality or set of concepts, but what
it performs; the sign is not something lacking reality such that a sensuous written or spoken x
points to some other reality, but is real and in itself, adducing a certain performance. In sum, as we
will see, “God” does not refer to some idea, even if that very idea is said to be all but inconceivable,
but each time it is uttered is a performative utterance forming a community adhering to that term.
In this way, God does not transcend a given community; God is not transcendence itself, but always
and already immanent to given communities practices.
This is best explained as analogous to Latour’s critique of thinking of science not in terms
of supposed truths that it discovers, but instead at how it “constructs,” via specific practices in the
laboratory and beyond, a discourse irreducible to others, just as politics, religion, and other modes
of existence do. For Latour, each mode of existence is irreducible to any other. In a manner
reminiscent of Jean-François Lyotard’s notion of the differend, there is no meta-discourse that can
adjudicate between and among these different modes, and Latour makes clear that religion itself
should not see itself as a metadiscourse that explains the universe, ethics, politics, and so on—he
thinks the entry of religion [REL as abbreviated in AIME] has been dangerous to both. As he puts
it in AIME, “the error of religion, in the Western context, was probably to make the Church take
in too many modes [of existence] and to establish it as a meta-institution” (AIME, 315). Latour
argues there are multiple modes of existence, but unlike Lyotard, he argues for means of diplomacy
among them, even as they each have their own internal modes of veridiction, that is to say, means
of adjudicating felicitous and infelicitous phrasings, phrasings that can pass for correct and those
that can’t. Latour’s argument has been against those category mistakes that are but another way of
saying one discourse colonizes another, most notably when we judge politics or religion by the
veridiction standards of scientific truth. More than that, though, Latour is quite clear that these
‘truths’ relate to real beings: religion, technology, science, and so on produce beings, and science
is not to be a sovereign or third party rising above all other modes of existence, to adjudicate their
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reality—which will always be as a false shadow in the light of its own supposed brilliance. This
scientific sovereignty at once misapplies the standards of one mode of existence over others, but
also misunderstands the nature of scientific truths, a point obvious to anyone who has had to listen
to those pushing the line of Science with a capital S without ever having stepped into a lab. In this
way they reify outside of any networks the findings of science without noting that any of its
stability relies on networks that rely on transmission, translation, and interpretation. In short, they
give us science as Facts outside the messy practices that produce and reproduce them. He avers
the same thing for religion as well.
The task for the Latourian investigator, then, is not to reduce different modes of existence
to scientific rationality but to follow the networks and alliances that make these modes possible in
the first place. Latour’s ontological pluralism describes radically different modes by which human
beings explain the world. Some notable modes of existence discussed in AIME are REF (science),
REL (religion), and LAW (law). Keep in mind throughout that each “mode of existence” has
different felicity conditions that
make it decipherable by its
respective practitioner, in its
own “key” as Latour is fond of
No
saying. Furthermore, the modes
are mutually incommensurable,
metadiscourse
they operate according to
different organizing principles.
In what follows, we
will see that this leads to three
major claims:

religion

sciences

"double-click"

(1) religion can only be understood as a set of practices, a diachronic and synchronic
(Latour confusingly uses “vertical” and “horizontal” instead) network of actants that should be
discerned wholly on this network’s own terms, specifically as a historically given set of practices
that must constantly be renewed and performed. This befits Latour’s theory of actants, which never
refer beyond their ability to form alliances and maintain them. Thus, religion is not about belief, it
is not about aesthetics—it makes the world cohere better, makes it less threatening, etc., and it is
not about politics or ethics, telling us how to live. Religion has its own dignity, outside or aside
these spheres. Is this reducing religion? For Latour, no: it is recognizing its specificity and not
making religion a false idolater of another mode of existence. Hence he is following his
irreductions: not to make religion into something else.
(2) Religion, hence, will not concern belief or even true belief qua knowledge. The
practices of religion, Latour avers, do not pass along information, or refer to anything beyond its
own practice. His analogy is love: in saying “I love you,” I am not passing along information, but
acting out and performing what the sentence was to annunciate. Words are actants that perform
something. When they don’t perform these things—when they have lost all institutional support,
a whole slew of alliances, then they are nothing. The prime example always given for
performatives, helpfully enough, is the priest declaring that one is husband and wife, and Latour,
is making a claim that all of religion is performative in forming relations and bonds, that is, a
community formed wherever the Good News is announced, received, and transferred. In sum,
wherever there is conversion and hence translation. Here is how Latour puts it:
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This is where we have to choose the type of reality, realism, objectivity, historicity that we
want to revive: either the realistic but absent presence of a substance remote from us in
time and space, rendered forever incomprehensible to our ears, insensitive to passing time,
to the exactingness of the ego, hic, nunc; or the real presence of a word restated in these
times and this place, and which depends entirely [my emphasis] on current conditions of
utterance...In one case, there is no more relationship, no contemplation, or care; in the
other, there are scruples, revival, and attachment. (R, 135)
“Current conditions of utterance,”… “hic, nunc”…so not about a hereafter, a transcendent and
ethereal realm, and not about salving your mortal and existential wounds (though that its love
might do): this rejoicing, as the English title and subhead goes, goes along with the “torments of
religious” speech as its says there and in the long essay’s first lines. He even goes so far, doubtfully
but prudently, to claim this is not about this or that religion, but the religious itself: he has, he
writes, “located religious utterance well away from what is called religion, the Christian religion,
the Catholic religion” (R, 167). No doubt, this might give off the smell of a certain Spinozism of
the Theologico-Political Treatise, a theology that can speak the name of theology and faith, grace
and the sacred, but would cut off any talk of God as transcendent, as anything but available in the
texts, writings, and practices of those divining his existence. As Latour puts it pithily, “religion
leads nowhere” (R, 33), but that is because it leads not to a beyond but is itself its own practice, its
own mode of existence, it own manner and way of living. This is why he writes in AIME, “The
word “God” cannot designate a substance; it designates, rather, the renewal of a subsistence that
is constantly at risk,” always requiring a speaking. He takes seriously that in the beginning was the
Word or Logos. He writes,
There is nothing behind religion—no more than there is anything at all interesting
“behind” fiction, law, science, and so on, for that matter, since each mode is its own
explanation, complete in its kind. The social consists of all of them together. (AIME, 307)
(3) Third and following from the above, Latour will reject two approaches he argues destroys such
Religion as Commonly
Latour’s rejoicing
Understood
Language
Describes what is outside of its Is performative, like “I love you.”
enunciation
Ontology

Based in a God as highest being Relativist, embedded in particular practices.

Mediation

Perhaps through Christ, but Practices are all there is: there is only mediation.
information is “double-click”—
no mediation to the divine. Just
“double click”—to use one of
his favorite metaphors—and
you are there.

Epistemology Belief, a “poor-man’s” science Slippages of the texts, constant renewal of texts
to explain nature.
through pronouncements.
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Religion opposed to science.

Different mode of existence entirely.

a faith: (a) the reduction of religion to a set of information, as he has long argued is the result of
“double-click” thinking—the view that information can be passed along clearly and without
mediation without the betrayals of translation; (b) The attempt to reduce the Christian texts to some
rational core, a disinfecting of religion that would reduce religion to a set of claims that are best
vague and at worst a bastard child of scientificity; this would take Christianity and make it only
about the idea of God as found in the philosophers. His will not be a philosophy within the limits
of reason alone, which for Latour is not religion at all; (c) religion also should not be reduced to
being some superstructure or ideology explainable by other modes of existence. This is but another
erasure of religion and its own specific effectivity, its performance in and through those converted
within its community, and this is what he means by keeping every comma, every iota of Christian
religion. Just as Latour’s critique of a certain scientism is that it identifies transcendent facts
beyond its practices. So too with religion. Religion, he writes,
is an often desperate question for substance that guarantees some substratum. For those
who use the term “religion” are really appealing to another world! And this is exactly the
opposite of what we are trying to identify. There is no other world—there are worlds
differently altered by each mode. (AIME, 299, my emphasis)
So just as in other works, where Latour criticized the notion of nature, which modernity had made
opposed to the human, thus forever splitting them apart, he also criticizes anything supernatural.
For Latour, religion comes down to its ability to “reprise itself. Indeed it must continually transmit,
translate, and interpret itself—with all the fragility that suggests. But this also another way of
saying that for Latour, religion is about this world, about incarnation, or it has simply dissolved
into some other mode of existence. He writes:
[R]eligion is reprise par excellence, the ceaseless renewal of speech by speech itself. This
is its own Enlightenment: it starts over, it begins again, it goes back to the starting point
time after time, it repeats itself, it improvises, it innovates: moreover, it never stops
describing itself, self-reflexively, as Word. (AIME, 306)
He goes on to say that this speech always has to be renewed “because this Logos cannot rely on
any substance to ensure continuity in being” (AIME, 306). His claim, then, is that it is science that
is about the cosmic, but religion is here, in the untimely of the time of the everyday. In sum, he is
a thinker of Incarnation. He writes, in what he says is a clear statement, but is anything but: “God
is the name given to what circulates within this procession [of religion], if and only if all the rest
of the betrayals, translations, fidelities, inventions are in place,” that is in the very repetition and
speaking of itself (AIME, 315). He continues, “in this sense “God” has no special privilege, is not
located in addition to or beyond other beings. God has nothing with to judge [these other modes].
And this is indeed indicated, [he continues,] by the very movement of the trinity, which has been
turned into an unfathomable mystery, a quiz for mad metaphysicians, whereas [and here seems to
be the key part] it only indicates with admirable precision the trajectory of successive
reinterpretations of beings sensitive to the Word, to the way of speaking: God taken up again by
Jesus, again by the Spirit, again by the Church—and perhaps lost by the Church. Hard to be more
explicit. Hard to be simpler” (AIME, 314).
Well clearly things are not so simple here but what I think this means is that the trinity and
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its interrelation is a reiteration a mode of respeaking itself that religion itself is—and
nothing more. Religion is not about belief—in some beyond, which would make it a poor man’s
science, he argues. It is a praxis. He writes about those who make of religion something like a
science of the supernatural:
[T]he religious will claim there is something “beyond” nature. They could not go further
astray…to
reach
this
supernatural world that has no
existence whatsoever, they
proceed as though religion were
something like a ladder that
allows access—a ladder without
rungs or rails. And the worst part,
the diabolical aspect, is that once
our eyes are turned toward the
beyond, we can no longer lower
them again to see what is close at
hand, our neighbor, the present,
the here and now of presence, the
only promises that religious
words can actually keep: that of
incarnation in time, provided that
we never exist from time, that we
start over and over. (AIME, 321)
This is religion as love, as
communal; this is what salvation
is. He concludes his chapter in
AIME on religion thusly: “A God
of incarnation, finally back on
Earth—is that not what would prepare us for what awaits us rather than the strange idea of a
religion that would lift us to heaven?” The religious mode then concerns the experience of
presence, like love: it realigns humans to themselves and each other. And this is done by angels,
that is, the mediators—those texts, objects, idols, and so on—that transform, that is to say, convert
us from being lost to being saved. But saved, you may ask, in what way? This is not me merely
being rhetorical: I find Latour’s religion often difficult to discern, but it is not the religion of the
to-come, a religion of an awaiting, but of the untimely present that breaks up our present, converts
us, and draws us towards our neighbor. It is a religion that is this worldly concerning the here and
now, the hic et nunc; it is not about an idea of God, God forbid, and certainly we cannot say that
God can save us: this fragile religion is one that is spoken and some have to speak it, or it is
nothing. In the beginning, but also in the end, is the Word. And it is in the transmissions and
betrayals of this Word that we can, once again, rejoice.
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Lecture 5:
An Inquiry into Modes of Existence (AIME): A Brief Dive In…
An Inquiry into Modes of Existence (AIME) is a curiosity shop offering on display the
fifteen modes of existence that have produced, if we are modern, the ground beneath our feet.
Borrowing the terminology of Etienne Souriau from his Les différentes modes d'existence (1943),
Latour cannot be offering a full-on metaphysics, since his historicism and thinking of events belies
any ability to do so: these are not inexorable categories but rather happen to be the fifteen modes
of existence lived in and through by those who have never been modern. This is the positive answer
to We have never been Modern as a question: if we have never been modern, then what have we
been? The question that will really turn us for a loop—it’s never asked let alone answered—is just
who is this supposed “we” or group that lives these 15 modes of existence. Here is his attempt at
an answer in AIME:
In everything that follows, the terms “modernization” or “Moderns” are opposed to
“ecology.” Between modernizing and ecologizing, we have to choose. In [We Have Never
Been Modern], I sought to give a precise meaning to the overly polysemic word “modern”
by using as a touchstone the relationship that was beginning to be established in the
seventeenth centur y bet ween t wo worlds: that of Nature and that of Society, the world of
nonhumans and the world of humans. The “we” of the somewhat grandiloquent title did
not designate a specific people or a particular geography, but rather all those who expect
Science to keep a radical distance from Politics [as we saw in his critique of those who
want to depoliticize nature last Wednesday]. All those people, no matter where they were
born, who feel themselves pushed by time’s arrow in such a way that behind them lies an
archaic past unhappily combining Facts and Values [Science and Culture, respectively],
and before them lies a more or less radiant future in which the distinction between Facts
and Values will finally be sharp and clear. The modern ideal type is the one who is
heading—who was heading—from that past to that future by way of a “modernization
front” whose advance could not be stopped. It was thanks to such a pioneering front, such
a Frontier, that one could allow oneself to qualify as “irrational ” everything that had to be
torn away, and as “rational ” everything toward which it was necessary to move in order to
progress. (AIME, 8-9)
The book is thus modest (it’s merely a provisional report on how those peculiar people we call the
moderns live at the time of this book’s publication, God knows who is left of them) and immodest
at the same time (here are your fifteen modes of existence, thank you very much, and I have a
website where you can see more). The system’s one test, as Latour argues in the closing pages of
the book, is whether the reader sees in these pages something like the common sense of our world;
if she doesn’t, then the book is merely the eclectic nattering of the type of person who would carry
around the disorganized pages of this book in a satchel from city to city for some twenty-five years
before its publication (AIME, 476). The aim of the book is one last time to tell the story of the
Moderns over and against their actual practices, though again he’s unclear as to who they are and
though, again, the stakes are high:
One didn’t have to be a genius, twenty years ago, to feel that modernization was going to
end, since it was becoming harder and harder by the day—indeed, by the minute—to
distinguish facts from values because of the increased intermixing of humans and
nonhumans. At the time, I offered a number of examples, referring to the multiplication of
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“hybrids” between science and society. For more than twenty years, scientific and
technological controversies have proliferated in number and scope, eventually reaching the
climate itself. Since geologists are beginning to use the term “Anthropocene ” to designate
the era of Earth ’s history that follows the Holocene, this will be a convenient term to use
from here on to sum up the meaning of an era that extends from the scientific and industrial
revolutions to the present day. If geologists themselves, rather stolid and serious types, see
humanity as a force of the same amplitude as volcanoes or even of plate tectonics, one
thing is now certain: we have no hope whatsoever—no more hope in the future than we
had in the past— of seeing a definitive distinction between Science and Politics. As a result,
the touchstone that served to distinguish past from present, to sketch out the modernization
front that was ready to encompass the planet by offering an identity to those who felt
“modern,” has lost all its efficacy. It is now before Gaia that we are summoned to appear:
Gaia, the odd, doubly composite figure made up of science and mythology used by certain
specialists to designate the Earth that surrounds us and that we surround, the Möbius strip
of which we form both the inside and the outside, the truly global Globe that threatens us
even as we threaten it. If I wanted to dramatize—perhaps overdramatize—the ambience of
my investigative project, I would say that it seeks to register the aftershocks of the
modernization front just as the confrontation with Gaia appears imminent. (AIME, 9)
If I quote from Latour at such length on this last day, it’s in order to get him on the stand, so to
speak, and finally testify as to who these moderns are. Questions have proliferated this week, but
certainly it’s been the case for some time that we have never been modern sociologically: polls
show that few believe in progress, that parents worry that the next generations will be worse off,
that we know science to be politicized and it’s not something we are shy about, that few in the
public could tell you what the fact/value distinction is, let alone make it the basis for their lives.
Now, no doubt, Latour would say that’s the point, we’ve never been modern, but if that’s the case,
then why write another book, one 500 pages, looking to describe rightly what it is that moderns
do? In short, if we have never been that, what are we? If double-click doesn’t truly exist as a
workable mode of existence, if facts and value, humans and non-humans cannot be easily
separated, if there is only a pluriverse where “the demons and spirits of non-modern peoples as
well as the phantom public of politics and the beings of fiction all have ontological status,” while
“Society, Language, Nature, and Matter do not,” then who is this we (Val Dusek, Review of An
Inquiry into Modes of Existence, Notre Dame Philosophical Reviews 9 March 2014)? In sum,
where Latour’s early work wished to describe what scientists actually do, without some real out
there beyond their practices, and where he wanted to describe the world of Gaia in recent works
as opposed to the Old Climate Regime (one that took the separation of science and politics, facts
and values, for granted), he now moves out to all of existence (at least for the moderns) itself. This
is an anthropology of who we are, though this “who” is again, a bit fuzzy. Here he is in an
interview:
[Bruno Latour] I’ve reinterpreted Souriau’s notion of modes of existence
anthropologically. For me, it means a contrast that people actually make—like if someone
has a set number of fabrics and colors, how many contrasts can they make between them?
And this depends on a lot of anthropological elements, which can be different in different
places and times. Contrary to Souriau, who made a general, universal theory of modes of
existence, mine is regional: a study of the things that the moderns have been obsessed by.
[Queston]: You mean it's regional for the West from about 1600?
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Bruno Latour: Right. The West. It’s about trying to make sense of what happened to
Westerners, to the Moderns. And to guide them as they're confronted with the ecological
crisis. It's a diplomatic inquiry, one that is necessary now because of this tension. Suddenly,
it's quite important to know what has happened to us, and what's the difference between us
and the others [my emphasis]—especially since the others are now different—and how all
these things can now be renegotiated. …[M]y interpretation would be that we have never
actually ‘met’ modernity; the ‘first contact’ has still not occurred. Because the Moderns
have been so busy expanding, they never met themselves. They never had the chance to
figure out what they were up to. So no, on the contrary, my somewhat fanciful idea is to
say that now is the first time the Moderns have the time to do their own anthropology. Of
course, now there are postcolonial studies, subaltern studies, all sorts of other people doing
the anthropology of modernity. Fine. Let them do it. But it's also a valuable occasion for
us to ask, what has happened? And of course, to ask, what is it that we are inheriting? (John
Tresch and Bruno Latour, “Another Turn after ANT: An Interview with Bruno Latour,”
Social Studies of Science 43.2 (April 2013): 302-313, 306; see also AIME, 11-12).
It's unclear in context and upon reading AIME just who these others are. Later the interviewer will
discuss the rise of China and other Asian nations, but Latour doesn’t mention them in AIME itself.
My surmise is that the “others” remains the Moderns (capital M) who remain oblivious to what is
needed to be done in light of ecological change, as well as (presumably) those enemies denying
climate change in the first place. [Discuss.] Moreover, a question that haunts me is whether or not
Latour reifies a certain thinking of modernity over and against those who are premodern, those
who never even been modern. I leave that as an open question. There are fifteen modes of
existence: you are to take these, he is clear, not as inevitable categories (such as the categories of
the understanding in Kant), nor as historical a prioris as in the episteme of the early Foucault
[discuss if necessary], but rather as the fifteen types or modes of experience we have on hand in
modernity. Let me save you five-hundred pages and go through all fifteen as quickly as possible,
though for the sake of time, we won’t get caught up in any of them, but just will move straight
ahead:
1. [NET]works: The big advance in Latour is that networks are not the only mode of existence, as
seemed the case to readers of Irreductions, or a “metamode” above all others. At least that is his
claim. In the interview, he suggests all things are still networked in a way. As he puts it, “In every
situation, if you begin to do a network analysis [note well!], you will realize that, to the surprise
of the people trying to make a purified domain [that there is none]. That's why we have never been
modern, because we have never lived in these separated domains. But the fact that there are
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Key terms: Modes of Existence…
“[A] banal label, but it has a special meaning here.
When one speaks normally about the mode of existence
of some group or individual, one refers to their customs,
their mode of being, their ethology, their habitat in some
way, their feeling for a place. In this inquiry, we are
keeping all the connotations of the phrase, but we are
giving the two terms “mode” and “existence” stronger
meanings that don’t direct attention towards human
groups or individuals, but towards the beings about
which humans are interrogating themselves. The word
“being” should not be unsettling: it is another way of
replying to the question, “What, for example, is the law,
or religion, or science?” “What is important to you?”
and “How can I talk about this properly with you?"
(Latour, AIME website)

heterogeneous connections doesn't
mean that you cannot ‘color’ these
connections” (“Interview with
Latour,” 306). In this way,
NETworks are said to be one mode
of existence among others, he
claims, though it’s hard to tell what
to make of the fact that we are not to
purify each domain, since each
domain has its own “color,” its own
ways of speaking and ascertaining
truth (what he calls veridiction), as
we’ll see below. In short, he seems
to want 15 different modes kept
separate while also not falling into
the problem of purification that he
had earlier in his career critiqued.
After all, Latour is quite clear of the
problems when we cross and
mistake these modes. This is why I

asked earlier this week if this is not a Latour 2.
2. [REP]roduction: this is introduced to describe how actants (now called existents) continue their
existence as they produce lines of force, lineages, and societies; this is their being-as-other. Each
being takes risks to continue to survive through hiatuses, exploring continuities where they can do
so in order to make it from time(a) to time(b). REP, then, is the “name for the mode of existence
through which any entity whatsoever crosses through the hiatus of its repetition” (AIME, 92).
3. [MET]amorphosis: this mode tries to capture what the West has called the soul, but which other
cultures have given varying degrees of weight. The point is to see that there is no hidden
unconscious, but mutations, transformations, and emotions that are inscribed on papers (e.g., in
the doctor’s office) and findable. This is not a way to sneak in a subject since MET occurs through
influences, divinities [outside the West], and in psyches, yet. As Gerard de Vries puts it,
Expressed in common sense terms, its hiatuses are emotional shocks and crises. After an
emotional crisis, one continues one’s life, but in a radically different form. ...However,
emotion is a term we use mainly for human beings. Latour uses [MET] in a more general
sense to account for whatever mutation or transformation an existent overcomes in order
to subsist. So [MET] institutes not only being we conventionally call psychogenic [e.g.,
something internal like depression] but also external influences and even divinities that
make an existent do something—beings that under the modern constitution are conceived
as unreal phantasies and illusions. (De Vries, Bruno Latour, p. 185)
4. [TEC]hnology: While obviously techniques of various sorts are emblematic of this mode of
existence, it takes place whereever the are “zigzags of ingenuity and invention” (AIME, 488). The
problem with technology, as Heidegger showed in his famed tool analysis of the hammer, is that
TEC is the hardest to see: in habits we fall into not seeing an instrument or tool when it is working.
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Only when it is broken and no long TEC do we have it ready to our gaze. That’s why it’s important
to look at the documents for the TEC acts, since those are what make available to us TEC in its
active phases, not when it is broken down and no longer existing as TEC.
5. [HAB]it: This throws a “veil over prepositions,” which means we do these things without
considering them, like TEC above. How is the existence of an actant maintained in spite of its
differences? HAB accounts for the continuity, the sameness of an existent.
6. [FIC]tion: recalling from Irreductions that fictional objects are as real as anything else,
depending on their alliances, this
Key terms: Good sense, as opposed to common
mode of existence works well when it
sense: “These terms are set in opposition, in order to
“make[s] something hold up, make
[us] believe” in something (AIME,
replace critical discourse and the operation of
489). Fiction multiplies worlds
unmasking; good sense represents the past of the
through dispatches, figurations,
collective, while common sense (the sense of what is
forms, and works of art. This is why
held in common, or the search for what may be
FIC could not exist, for the most part,
common) represents its future. Whereas it may be
without TEC, since it requires things
permissible to force good sense somewhat with
to be fashioned in other ways, even if
it’s just words on a page.
venturesome arguments, it is always necessary to
verify that one is finally rejoining common sense.”
7. [REF]erence: this mode of
(Latour, Politics of Nature, 241)The test for these
existence is found in science, where it
modes of existence is common sense, not good sense.
seeks to make inscriptions at a
distance from its objects (e.g.,
making reports of a ion colliding in a machine many miles away), or as he puts it more formally,
“the establishment of chains defined by hiatus between two forms [say, a scientist or a microscope
and a bacteria] and whose felicity condition consists in the discovery of a constant [i.e., “bacteria”]
across these successive abysses” from one “immutable mobile” to another (AIME, 92). Of course,
other areas than use this mode, but Latour is quite clear that the correspondence theory of truth
(the relation between the inscription or representation and its object) is only available here. We do
a disservice to FIC, for example, if we ask for its “truth” in this way. So, too, for REL, which we
studied yesterday. And so too for [POL]itics, as we’ll see below. Each has their own mode of
veridiction, modes of speaking well, and the point is not to confuse one with the other. Modernity
begins when we think that things, for example, can only REProduce at a distance, in some nature,
as in the sciences. But this is but one mode of existence, though it does tend to colonize the others.
The point, then, is not to make a category mistake: to use the old example, we should visit a few
buildings a block from here at the University of Melbourne and ask where the university is, since
obviously that’s a category mistake. So, too, when looking at FIC or REL or POL, we shouldn’t
ask for modes of truth that relate only to REF. That is the key takeaway from the whole of AIME.
8. [LAW]: As is well known the law does not concern “truth” in the traditional sense. As any
solicitor knows, trials do not take place for the sake of truth but provide an outcome (civil or
criminal penalties, or nothing at all) based on precedent; the law sets its own truth conditions
through a specific way of tying words (the laws and regulations) to deeds (supposed crimes).
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9. [REL]: We have discussed this at some length but for Latour REP is integral to REL: it is the
loving community performatively coming back together. The truth conditions of religion are not
better or worse beliefs but how well one performs that traditions of a given REL community.
10. [POL]itics: This is Latour’s most difficult chapter, in my view. In an expansive sense, Latour
gives politics a wide meaning, since science is to be politicized, non-human actants can be said to
be engaged in action each time they engage in networks of power, and so on. But POL is
circumscribed to mean the acts of translation one needs to perform when representing various
constituencies. Instead of REF notions of truth, as in science, in POL people often find politicians
cynically to be liars, but this is because they are not engaged in that kind of truth but trying to
represent in different words very different communities. What’s clear is that in modernity, Latour
finds the parliamentary system paramount, and discusses no other form of politics than
representation.
11. [ATT]achment: This is the domain, when added to MORality and ORGanization, that provides
for economics, where we ascertain the values of goods. Latour is at times confusing but he doesn’t
want to use the language of subject (rational actor theory in economics) nor object (e.g.,
commodity fetishism critique as in Marx), but describe how there is an entanglement in describing
our attachments between what we want morally and what is organizationally possible. Our task,
then, is to document as closely as possible the networks that make possible a calculating quasisubject choosing among different goods that are given a value.
12. [ORG]anization: Latour wants us to see this mode as verbal in context, that is, there is constant
organizing and we should not mistake a stable organization for this constant activity that keeps
any institution going. One such institution is economic (or rather it is many such intertwining
institutions), and the task here is to read in each institution or ORG what is specific to it and how
it can be found at both large and small scales. [Discuss if needed]
13. [MOR]ality: Each mode has its own right or wrong way of enunciating itself. One knows
quickly how to speak in a law court and how that differs from speaking among artists or among
economists, and so on. But MOR provides norms as such since the question is the inverse of
economics. In economics we ask what can be made for a means for others (I cannot sell you for a
profit, that is, I cannot make you a means for my own pleasure through making making on your
enslavement) and in MOR we ask what can be only ends for others. This is, as you can guess, a
rather Kantian rendition of MOR, but the point is that Latour is saying this is the one that accedes
in modernity, even in anti-Kantianism, such as utilitarianism where the question, too, is about
means and ends. If you are not speaking of means and ends, you are not within this mode of
existence.
14. [PRE]position: This mode of existence, like NET, makes all the others possible, or better,
makes this inquiry possible, since we are looking at the prepositions that make up the felicity
conditions for speaking and acting rightly within each mode of existence. In this mode, the
investigator learns to detect category mistakes and helps to negotiate when different modes
misunderstand each other. In short, this is the mode of existence of the philosopher writing AIME
itself.

40

15: [DC], Double Click: We have met this monster before, which Latour calls the want for “free,
indisputable, and immediate access to pure, untransformed information” (AIME, 93). This is the
aim of the sciences to be without the work necessary to produce facts, and so on. At each turn in
the book, Latour warns us about
not wedding one mode of
existence with DC. For example,
Science is understood to be REF
crossed with DC, POL with DC
is the tyranny of one part of the
city-state over another, and so
on.
With all of these in our
grasp now, we should underline
that many of the things we do
each day requires a crossing
between and among different
modes of existence. LAW
intersects with REF when we are
dealing with scientific issues in
a courtroom; FIC intersects with
TEC when we are making a
work of art; economics is one
manner of crossing ORG with
ATT and MOR; and so on. As
you can see below, if you go to
http://modesofexistence.org/crossings, Latour’s online working group has set up different ways
these modes cross with each other. The point for us today is not to detail each of these, but rather
to show how robust this “metaphysics” must be Latour: it literally can explain any given activity
in modernity, at least that is the seeming claim (made provisionally since it is an experimental
work).
Conclusions:
[To be discussed in class. What do we make of Latour? How can he be used politically? What are
the advances he makes? Etc. Etc.]
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