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x Aclcnowledgements 

My greatest debt goes, however, to the doctoral students who have 
participated over the years in my 'thesis-writing workshops'. In a 
discipline in which 1 have never been trained but to which 1 have 
never despaired of contributing, they have been my best and most 
patient teachers. 

I hope that such a protracted and idiosyncratic genesis goes some 
way toward explaining the opinionated nature of this piece of work. 
Now that this alternative social theory has been presented in an or
derly fashion, readers can decide to put it to use, to distort it beyond 
recognition, or, most likely, to drop it altogether-but this time know
ingly! As for me, 1 have finally discovered in writing this book the 
conditions under which I could be proud of being called a sociologist. 

Introduction: How to Resume 
the Task of Tracing 

Associations* 

T he argument of this book can be stated very simply: when social 
scientists add the adjective 'social' to some phenomenon, they 

designate a stabilized state of affairs, a bundle of ties that, later, may 
be mobilized to account for some other phenomenon. There is noth
ing wrong with this use of the word as long as it designates what is 
already assembled together, without making any superfluous assump
tion about the nature of what is assembled. Problems arise, however, 
when 'social' begins to mean a type of material, as if the adjective was 
roughly comparable to other terms like 'wooden', 'steely', 'biological', 
'economical', 'mental', 'organizational', or 'linguistic'. At that point, 
the meaning of the word breaks down since it now designates two 
entirely different things: first, a movement during a process of assem
bling; and second, a specific type of ingredient that is supposed to 
differ from other materials. 

What 1 want to do in the present work is to show why the social 
cannot be construed as a kind of material or domain and to dispute the 
project of providing a 'social explanation' of some other state of 
affairs. Although this earlier project has been productive and probably 
necessary in the past, it has largely stopped being so thanks in part to 
the success of the social sciences. At the present stage of their devel
opment, it's no longer possible to inspect the precise ingredients that 
are entering into the composition of the social domain. What 1 want to 
do is to redefine the notion of social by going back to its original 
meaning and making it able to trace connections again. Then it will 
be possible ~o resume the traditional goal of the social sciences but 

• A shortened reference format is used in the notes; -the complete bibliography is at 
the end. This somewhat austere book can be read in parallel with the much lighter Bruno 
Latour and Emilie Hennant (1998), Paris ville invisible, which tries to cover much of the 
same ground through a succession of photographic essays. It's available online in 
English (Paris the Invisible City) at http://bruno.latour.name. 
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with tools better adjusted to the task. After having done extensive 
work on the 'assemblages' of nature, I believe it's necessary to scrutin
ize more thoroughly the exact content of what is 'assembled' under 
the umbrella of a society. This seems to me the only way to be faithful 
to the old duties of sociology, this 'science of the living together'. 1 

Such a project entails, however, a redefinition of what is commonly 
understood by that discipline. Translated from both the Latin and 
Greek, 'socio-logy' means the 'science of the social'. The expression 
would be excellent except for two drawbacks, namely the word 'social' 
and the word 'science'. The virtues that we are prepared nowadays to 
grant the scientific and technical enterprises bear little relation with 
what the founders of the social sciences had in mind when they 
invented their disciplines. When modernizing was in full swing, sci
ence was a rather powerful urge to be prolonged indefinitely without 
any misgivings to slow its progress down. They had no idea that its 
extension could render it almost coextensive with the rest of social 
intercourse. What they meant by 'society' has undergone a transform
ation no less radical, which is thanks in large part to the very expan
sion of the products of science and technology. It is no longer clear 
whether there exists relations that are specific enough to be called 
'social' and that could be grouped together in making up a special 
domain that could function as 'a society'. The social seems to be 
diluted everywhere and yet nowhere in particular. So, neither science 
nor society has remained stable enough to deliver the promises of a 
strong 'socio-logy'. 

In spite of this double metamorphosis, few social scientists have 
drawn the extreme conclusion that the obJect as well as the method
ology of the social sciences should be modified accordingly. After 
having been so often disappointed, they still hope to reach one day 
the promised land of a true science of a real social world. No scholars 
are more aware of this painful hesitation than those who, like me, 
have spent many years practicing this oxymoron: 'sociology of 
science'. Because of the many paradoxes triggered by this lively but 
more than slightly perverse subfield and the numerous changes in the 
mearling of 'science', I think time has come to modify what is meant 
by 'social'. I therefore wish to devise an alternative definition for 

1 This expression Is explained In Laurent Thevenot (2004), 'A sdence of life together 
In the world'. This logical order-the assemblies of society after those of nature-is the 
exact opposite of how I came to think about it. The twin books-Bruno Latour (1999), 
Pandora's Hope: Essays on the reality of sdence studies and Bruno Latour (2004), Politics of 
Nature: How to Bring the Sciences into Democra~were written long after my colleagues 
and I had developed an alternative soda! theory to deal with the new puzzles uncovered 
after carrying out our fieldwork in sdence and technology. 
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'sociology' while still retaining this useful label and remaining faith
ful, I hope, to its traditional calling. 

What is a society? What does the word 'social' mean? Why are some 
activities said to have a 'social dimension'? How can one demonstrate 
the presence of 'social factors' at work? When is a study of society, or 
other social aggregates, a good study? How can the path of a society be 
altered? To answer these questions, two widely different approaches 
have been taken. Only one of them has become common sense-the 
other is the object of the present work. 

The first solution has been to posit the existence of a specific sort of 
phenomenon variously called 'society', 'social order', 'social practice', 
'social dimension', or 'social structure'. For the last century during 
which social theories have been elaborated, it has been important to 
distinguish this domain of reality from other domains such as eco
nomics, geography, biology, psychology, law, science, and politics. A 
given trait was said to be 'social' or to 'pertain to society' when it could 
be defined as possessing specific properties, some negative-it must 
not be 'purely' biological, linguistic, economical, natural-and some 
positive-it must achieve, reinforce, express, maintain, reproduce, or 
subvert the social order. Once this domain had been defined, no 
matter how vaguely, it could then be used to shed some light on 
specifically social phenomena-the social could explain the social
and to provide a certain type of explanation for what the other do
mains could not account for-an appeal to 'social factors' could ex
plain the 'social aspects' of non-social phenomena. 

For instance, although it is recognized that law has it own strength, 
some aspects of it would be better understood if a 'social dimension' 
were added to it; although economic forces unfold under their own 
logic, there also exists social elements which could explain the some
what erratic behavior of calculative agents; although psychology de
velops according to its own inner drives, some of its more puzzling 
aspects can be said to pertain to 'social influence'; although science 
possesses its own impetus, some features of its quest are necessarily 
'bound' by the 'social limitations' of scientists who are 'embedded in 
the social context of their time'; although art is largely 'autonomous', 
it is also 'influenced' by social and political 'considerations' which 
could account for some aspects of its most famous masterpieces; and 
although the science of management obeys its own rules, it might be 
advisable to also consider 'social, cultural, and political aspects' that 
could explain why some sound organizational principles are never 
applied in practice. 

Many other examples can easily be found since this version of social 
theory has become the default position of our mental software that 
takes into consideration the following: there exists a social 'context' in 
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which non-social activities take place; it is a specific domain of reality; 
it can be used as a specific type of causality to account for the residual 
aspects that other domains (psychology, law, economics, etc.) cannot 
completely deal with; it is studied by specialized scholars called socio
logists or socto-(x)-'x' being the placeholder for the various discip
lines; since ordinary agents are always 'inside' a social world that 
encompasses them, they can at best be 'informants' about this world 
and, at worst, be blinded to its existence, whose full effect is only 
visible to the social scientist's more disciplined eyes; no matter how 
difficult it is to carry on those studies, it is possible for them to roughly 
imitate the successes of the natural sciences by being as objective as 
other scientists thanks to the use of quantitative tools; if this is impos
sible, then alternative methods should be devised that take into ac
count the 'human', 'intentional', or 'hermeneutic' aspects of those 
domains without abandoning the ethos of science; and when social 
scientists are asked to give expert advice on social engineering or 
to accompany social change, some sort of political relevance might 
ensue from these studies, but only after sufficient knowledge has been 
accumulated. 

This default position has become common sense not only for sodal 
scientists, but also for ordinary actors via newspapers, college educa
tion, party politics, bar conversations, love stories, fashion magazines, 
etc.2 1be social sciences have disseminated their definition of society 
as effectively as utility companies deliver electricity and telephone 
services. Offering comments about the inevitable 'social dimension' 
of what we and others are doing 'in society' has become as familiar to 
us as using a mobile phone, ordering a beer, or invoking the Oedipus 
complex-at least in the developed world. 

The other approach does not take for granted the basic tenet of the 
first. It claims that there is nothing specific to social order; that there is 
no social dimension of any sort, no 'social context', no distinct do
main of reality to which the label 'social' or 'society' could be attrib
uted; that no 'social force' is available to 'explain' the residual features 
other domains cannot account for; that members know very well what 
they are doing even if they don't articulate it to the satisfaction of the 
observers; that actors are never embedded in a social context and so 
are always much more than 'mere informants'; that there is thus no 
meaning in adding some 'social factors' to other scientific spedalties; 
that political relevance obtained through a 'science of society' is not 
necessarily desirable; and that 'society', far from being the context 'in 
which' everything is framed, should rather be construed as one of the 

z The diffusion of the word 'actor' Itself, which I wiU keep vague until later-see 
p. 46--, being one of the many markers of this influence. 

many connecting elements circulating inside tiny conduits. With 
some provocation, this second school of thought could use as its 
slogan what Mrs Thatcher famously exclaimed (but for very different 
reasons!): 'There is no such a thing as a society.' 

If they are so different, how could they both claim to be a science of 
the social and aspire to use the same label of' sociology'? On the face of 
it, they should be simply incommensurable, since the second position 
takes as the major puzzle to be solved what the first takes as its 
solution, namely the existence of specific sodal ties revealing the 
hidden presence of some spedfic sodal forces . In the alternative 
view, 'social' is not some glue that could fix everything including 
what the other glues cannot fix; it is what is glued together by many 
other types of connectors. Whereas sociologists (or socio-economists, 
socio-linguists, social psychologists, etc.) take social aggregates as the 
given that could shed some light on residual aspects of economics, 
linguistics, psychology, management, and so on, these other scholars, 
on the contrary, consider social aggregates as what should be 
explained by the specific associations provided by economics, linguis
tics, psychology, law, management, etc.3 

The resemblance between the two approaches appears much greater, 
however, provided one bears in mind the etymology of the word 
'social'. Even though most social scientists would prefer to call 'social' 
a homogeneous thing, it's perfectly acceptable to designate by the 
same word a trail of associations between heterogeneous elements. 
Since in both cases the word retains the same origin-from the Latin 
root socius-it is possible to remain faithful to the original intuitions of 
the social SCiences by redefining sociology not as the 'science of the 
social', but as the tradng of assodations. ln this meaning of the adjec
tive, social does not designate a thing among other things, like a black 
sheep among other white sheep, but a type of connection between 
things that are not themselves social. 

At first, this definition seems absurd since it risks diluting sociology 
to mean any type of aggregate from chemical bonds to legal ties, from 
atomic forces to corporate bodies, from physiological to political as
semblies. But this is precisely the point that this alternative branch of 
social theory wishes to make as all those heterogeneous elements 
might be assembled anew in some given state of affairs. Far from 
being a mind-boggling hypothesis, this is on the contrary the most 
common experience we have in encountering the puzzling face of the 

3 l will use the expression 'society or other social aggregates' to cover the range of 
solutions given to what I call below the 'first source of uncertainty' and that deals with 
the nature of social groups. l am not aiming especially here at the 'hollst' definitions 
since, as we shall see, the 'individualist' or the 'biological' definitions are just as valid. See 
p.27. 



social. A new vaccine is being marketed, a new job description is 
offered, a new political movement is being created, a new planetary 
system is discovered, a new law is voted, a new catastrophe occurs. In 
each instance, we have to reshuffle our conceptions of what was 
associated together because the previous definition has been 
made somewhat irrelevant. We are no longer sure about what 
'we' means; we seem to be bound by 'ties' that don't look like regular 
social ties. 

The ever shrinking meaning of social 
There is a clear etymological trend in the successive variations of the 
'social' word family (Strum and Latour 1987).1t goes from the most 
general to the most superficial. The etymology of the word 'social' is 
also instructive. The root is seq-, sequi and the first meaning is 'to 
follow'. The Latin sodus denotes a companion, an associate. From 
the different languages, the historical genealogy of the word 'social' 
is construed first as following someone, then enrolling and allying, 
and, lastly, having something in common. The next meaning of 
social is to have a share in a commercial undertaking. 'Social' as in 
the social contract is Rousseau's invention. 'Social' as in social 
problems, the social question, is a nineteenth-century innovation. 
Parallel words like 'sociable' refer to skills enabling individuals to 
live politely in society. As one can see from the drifting of the 
word, the meaning of social shrinks as time passes. Starting with a 
definition which is coextensive with all associations, we now have, in 
common parlance, a usage that is limited to what is left after polit
ics, biology, economics, law, psychology, management, technology, 
etc., have taken their own parts of the associations. 

Because of this constant shrinking of meaning (social contract, 
social question, social workers), we tend to limit the social to hu
mans and modem societies, forgetting that the domain of the social 
is much more extensive than that. De Candolle was the first person 
to create scientometrics-the use of statistics to measure the activity 
of science-and, like his father, a plant sociologist (Candolle 1873/ 
1987). For him corals, baboons, trees, bees, ants, and whales are also 
social. lbis extended meaning of social has been well recognized by 
socio-biology (Wilson 1975). Unfortunately, this enterprise has only 
confirmed social scientists' worst fears about extending the meaning 
of social. lt's perfectly possible, however, to retain the extension 
without believing much in the very restricted definition of agency 
given to organisms in many socio-biological panoramas. 

Thus, the overall project of what we are supposed to do together is 
thrown into doubt. The sense of belonging has entered a crisis. But to 
register this feeling of crisis and to follow these new connections, 
another notion of social has to be devised. It has to be much wider 
than what is usually called by that name, yet strictly limited to the 
tracing of new associations and to the designing of their assemblages. 
lbis is the reason why I am going to define the social not as a special 
domain, a specific realm, or a particular sort of thing, but only as a very 
peculiar movement of re-association and reassembling. 

In such a view, law, for instance, should not be seen as what should 
be explained by 'social structure' in addition to its inner logic; on the 
contrary, its inner logic may explain some features of what makes an 
association last longer and extend wider. Without the ability of legal 
precedents to draw connections between a case and a general rule, 
what would we know about putting some matter 'into a larger con
text'?4 Science does not have to be replaced by its 'social framework', 
which is 'shaped by social forces' as well as its own objectivity, because 
its objects are themselves dislocating any given context through the 
foreign elements research laboratories are associating together in un
predictable ways. Those quarantined because of the SARS virus pain
fully learned that they could no longer 'associate' with parents and 
partners in the same way because of the mutation of this little bug 
whose existence has been revealed by the vast institution of epidemi
ology and virology. s Religion does not have to be 'accounted for' by 
social forces because in its very definition-indeed, in its very name
it links together entities which are not part of the social order. Since 
the days of Antigone, everyone knows what it means to be put into 
motion by orders from gods that are irreducible to politicians like 
Creon. Organizations do not have to be placed into a 'wider social 
frame' since they themselves give a very practical meaning to what it 
means to be nested into a 'wider' set of affairs. After all, which air 
traveler would know the gate to go to without looking anxiously and 
repeatedly at the number printed on her boarding pass and circled in 
red by an airline attendant? lt might be vacuous to reveal behind the 
superfidal chats of politicians the 'dark hidden forces of society' at 
work, since without those very speeches a large part of what we under
stand to be part of a group will be lost. Without the contradictory 

4 Patrida Ewick and Susan S SUbey (1998), The Common Place of Law and Silbey's 
contribution to Bruno Latour and Peter Weibel (200S), Maklng Things Public: Atmospheres 
of Democracy. 

5 Although the study of sdentific practice has provided the main impetus for this 
alternative definition of the sodal, It will be tackled only later when the fourth uncer· 
talnty has been defined, seep. 87. 



spiels of the warring parties in Iraq, who in the 'occupied' or 'liberated' 
Baghdad will know how to recognize friend from foe? 

And the same is true for all other domains. 6 Whereas, in the first 
approach, every activity-law, science, technology, religion, organiza
tion, politics, management, etc.-could be related to and explained by 
the same social aggregates behind all of them, in the second version of 
sociology there exists nothing behind those activities even though they 
might be linked in a way that does produce a society-or doesn't 
produce one. Such is the crucial point of departure between the two 
versions. To be social is no longer a safe and unproblematic property, it 
is a movement that may fail to trace any new connection and may fail 
to redesign any well-formed assemblage. As we are going to learn 
throughout this book, after having rendered many useful services in 
an earlier period, what is called 'social explanation' has become a 
counter-productive way to interrupt the movement of associations 
instead of resuming it. 

According to the second approach, adherents of the first have 
simply confused what they should explain with the explanation. 
They begin with society or other social aggregates, whereas one 
should end with them. They believed the social to be made essen
tially of social ties, whereas associations are made of ties which are 
themselves non-social. They imagined that sociology is limited to a 
specific domain, whereas sociologists should travel wherever new 
heterogeneous associations are made. They believed the social to be 
always already there at their disposal, whereas the social is not a type 
of thing either visible or to be postulated. It is visible only by the traces 
it leaves (under trials) when a new association is being produced be
tween elements which themselves are in no way 'social'. They insisted 
that we were already held by the force of some society when our 
political future resides in the task of deciding what binds us all to
gether. In brief, the second school claims to resume the work of con
nection and collection that was abruptly interrupted by the first. It is 
to help the interested enquirers in reassembling the social that this 
book has been written. 

In the course of the book we will learn to distinguish the standard 
sociology of the social from a more radical subfamily which I will call 

6 We will see only in Part II, p. 238, how to reformulate this opposition In a more 
subtle way than an Inversion of cause and effect. 

1 For the distinction between critical sociology and sociology of critique, see Luc 
Boltanski and Laurent Thevenot (forthcoming) On fustlficotion; Luc Boltanskl and Laur
ent Thevenot (1999), 'lbe Sociology of Critical capadty'; and especially Luc Boltanskl 
(1990), L'amoau et Ia justice comme competmces. If I find It necessary to establish some 
continuity with the sodology of the sodal, I will have to be more confrontational with 
critical sociology and Its 'Illusion of an Illusion'. 
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critical sociology. 7 This last branch will be defined by the following 
three traits: it doesn't only limit itself to the social but replaces 
the object to be studied by another matter made of social relations; 
it claims that this substitution is unbearable for the social actors 
who need to live under the illusion that there is something 'other' 
than social there; and it considers that the actors' objections to 
their social explanations offer the best proof that those explanations 
are right. 

To clarify, I will call the first approach 'sociology of the social' and 
the second 'sociology of associations' (I wish I could use 'associology'). 
I know this is very unfair to the many nuances of the social sciences I 
have thus lumped together, but this is acceptable for an introduction 
which has to be very precise on the unfamiliar arguments it chooses to 
describe as it sketches the well-known terrain. I may be forgiven for 
this roughness because there exist many excellent introductions for 
the sociology of the ·social but none, to my knowledge, for this small 
subfield of social theoif that has been called-by the way, what is it to 
be called? Alas, the historical name is 'actor-network-theory', a name 
that is so awkward, so confusing, so meaningless that it deserves to be 
kept. If the author, for instance, of a travel guide is free to propose new 
comments on the land he has chosen to present, he is certainly not 
free to change its most common name since the easiest signpost is the 
best-after all, the origin of the word 'America' is even more awkward. 
I was ready to drop this label for more elaborate ones like 'sociology of 
translation', 'actant-rhyzome ontology', 'sociology of innovation', 
and so on, until someone pointed out to me that the acronym A.N.T. 
was pedectly fit for a blind, myopic, workaholic, trail-sniffing, and 
collective traveler. An ant writing for other ants, this fits my project 
very wellt9 Ideally, the word sodology should work best, but it cannot 
be used before its two components-what is social and what is a 
science-have been somewhat revamped. As this book unfolds, I will 
use it more and more often though, reserving the expression 'soci
ology of the social' to designate the repertoire to which other social 
scientists, in my view, limit themselves too readily. 

8 A recent guide Is presented in John Law (2004) After Method: Mess in Social Science 
Reseotth. Andrew Barry (2001), Political Machines. G011mJing a Technological Society and 
Anne-Marie Mol (2003), The Body Multiple: Ontology In Medical Practice (Science and 
Cultural Theory) may also be taken as a good introduction along with Bruno Latour 
(1996), Aramis or tire Love o(Technology. 

9 1 have to apologize for taking the exact opposite position here as the one taken In 
Bruno Latour (1999c), 'On RecaUing ANT'. Whereas at the time I critidzed all the 
elements of his horrendous expression, Including the hyphen, I will now defend all of 
them, Including the hyphen! 



1 0 lnfroduction 

How to find one's way in the literature under the heading Actor
Network-Theory 
Most of the relevant bibliography can be found on the excellent 
website 'the Actor Network Resource' maintained by John Law.10 

The origin of this approach can be found in the need for a new social 
theory adjusted to science and technology studies (Calion and 
Latour 1981). But it started in earnest with three documents (Latour 
1988b; Calion 1986; Law 1986b). It was at this point that non
humans-microbes, scallops, rocks, and ships-presented them
selves to social theory in a new way. As 1 will explain on p. 87 
when reviewing the fourth uncertainty, it was the first time for me 
that the objects of science and technology had become, so to speak, 
social-compatible. The philosophical foundation of this argument 
was presented in the second part of (Latour 1988a) although in a 
form that made it difficult to grasp. 

Since then it has moved in many directions, being reviewed and 
criticized by many papers listed on Law's website. Although there is 
no clear litmus test for ANT membership, some ad hoc and make
shift ones may be devised. Needless to say, this interpretation of 
ANT represents only my view. This book does not aim at a more 
collective presentation, only at a more systematic one. Here are 
some of the tests that 1 have found most useful. 

One of them is the precise role granted to non-humans. They 
have to be actors (see the definition on p. 64) and not simply the 
hapless bearers of symbolic projection. But this activity should not 
be the type of agency associated up to now with matters of fact or 
natural objects. So if an account employs either a symbolic or a 
naturalist type of causality, there is no reason to include it in the 
ANT corpus even though it might claim to be. Conversely, any study 
that gives non-humans a type of agency that is more open than the 
traditional natural causality-but more efficient than the symbolic 
one-<:an be part of our corpus, even though some of the authors 
would not wish to be associated in any way with this approach. For 
instance, a biological book (Kupiec and Sonigo 2000) could pertain 
to ANT because of the new active role given to the gene. 

Another test is to check which direction the explanation is going 
in. Is the list of what is social in the end the same limited repertoire 
that has been used to explain (away) most of the elements? If the 
social remains stable and is used to explain a state of affairs, it's not 
ANT. For instance, no matter how enlightening it has been for all of 
us. the Social Shaping of Technology (Bijker 1995) would not be part 

10 See http://www.lancs.ac.uk/FSS/sodology/css/antres/antres.htm. 
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of the corpus since the social is kept stable all along and accounts for 
the shape of technological change. But McNeill (1976), although he 
is in no way an ANT author, would qualify for inclusion, since what 
is to be associated is being modified by the inclusion of rats, viruses, 
and microbes into the definition of what is to be 'collected' in an 
empire. In this way, a book like Cronon's (1991) is certainly a 
masterpiece of ANT because no hidden social force is added to 
explain the progressive composition of the metropolis itself. The 
same would be true of the work done in distributed cognition 
(Hutchins 1995). This is also what has made much of the history 
of science and technology important for our program, and why 
sociology of art has been a continuous companion, especially 
through the influence of Hennion (1993). 

A third and more difficult test would be to check whether a study 
aims at reassembling the social or still insists on dispersion and 
deconstruction. ANT has been confused with a postmodem em
phasis on the critique of the 'Great narratives' and 'Eurocentric' or 
'hegemonic' standpoint. This is, however, a very misleading view. 
Dispersion, destruction, and deconstruction are not the goals to be 
achieved but what needs to be overcome. It's much more important 
to check what are the new institutions, procedures, and concepts 
able to collect and to reconnect the social (Calion et al. 2001; Latour 
2004b). 

It's true that in most situations resorting to the sociology of the 
social is not only reasonable but also indispensable, since it offers 
convenient shorthand to designate all the ingredients already accepted 
in the collective realm. It would be silly as well as pedantic to abstain 
from using notions like 'IBM'~ 'France', 'Maori culture', 'upward mo
bility', 'totalitarianism', 'socialization', 'lower-middle class', 'political 
context', 'social capital', 'downsizing', 'social construction', 'individ
ual agent', 'unconscious drives', 'peer pressure', etc. But in situations 
where innovations proliferate, where group boundaries are uncertain, 
when the range of entitles to be taken into account fluctuates, the 
sociology of the social is no longer able to trace actors' new assoct
ations. At this point, the last thing to do would be to limit in advance 
the shape, size, heterogeneity, and combination of associations. To the 
convenient shorthand of the social, one has to substitute the painful 
and costly longhand of its associations. The duties of the social scien
tist mutate accordingly: it is no longer enough to limit actors to the 
role of informers offering cases of some well-known types. You have to 
gtar1t them back the ability to make up their own theories of what the 
social is made of. Your task is no longer to impose some order, to limit 



the range of acceptable entities, to teach actors what they are, or to add 
some reflexivity to their blind practice. Using a slogan from ANf, you 
have 'to follow the actors themselves', that is try to catch up with their 
often wild innovations in order to learn from them what the collective 
existence has become in their hands, which methods they have elab
orated to make it fit together, which accounts could best define the 
new associations that they have been forced to establish. If the sod
ology of the social works fine with what has been already assembled, it 
does not work so well to collect anew the participants in what is not
not yet-a sort of social realm. 

A more extreme way of relating the two schools is to borrow a 
somewhat tricky parallel from the history of physics and to say that 
the sociology of the sodal remains 'pre-relativist', while our sociology 
has to be fully 'relativist'. In most ordinary cases, for instance situ
ations that change slowly, the pre-relativist framework is perfectly fine 
and any fixed frame of reference can register action without too much 
deformation. But as soon as things accelerate, innovations proliferate, 
and entities are multiplied, one then has an absolutist framework 
generating data that becomes hopelessly messed up. This is when a 
relativistic solution has to be devised in order to remain able to move 
between frames of reference and to regain some sort of commensurabil
ity between traces coming from frames traveling at very different speeds 
and acceleration. Since relativity theory is a well-known example of 
a major shift in our mental apparatus triggered by very basic questions, 
it can be used as a nice parallel for the ways in which the sociology 
of associations reverses and generalizes the sociology of the social. 

ln what follows I am not interested in refutation-proving that the 
other sodal theories are wrong-but in proposition. How far can one 
go by suspending the common sense hypothesis that the existence of a 
social realm offers a legitimate frame of reference for the social sci
ences?11 If physicists at the beginning of the previous century were 
able to do away with the common sense solution of an absolutely rigid 
and indefinitely plastic ether, can sociologists discover new traveling 
possibilities by abandoning the notion of a sodal substance as a 'su
perfluous hypothesis'? This position is so marginal, its chance of 
success so slim, that I see no reason to be fair and thorough with the 
perfectly reasonable alternatives that could, at any point, smash it into 
pieces. So, 1 will be opinionated and often partial in order to demon-

11 If my treatment of the sociology of the social seems harsh and If I am buly 
obnoxious with critical sociology, this Is only provisional. We will learn In due time 
how to retrieve what was correct In their original Intuitions. If the key notion of 
standards (Part 11. p. 221) aUows us to pay full justice to the sociology of the social, 
critical sociology will have to walt, I am afraid, until the Conclusion when the question 
of political relevance will be tackled. 

IIIU""""""-UUII I~ 

strate dearly the contrast between the two viewpoints. In exchange 
for this breach of fairness, I will try to be as coherent as possible in 
drawing the most extreme conclusions from the position I have 
chosen to experiment with. My test will be to see how many new 
questions can be brought to light by sticking firmly, even blindly, to 
all the obligations that this new departure point is fordng us to obey. 
The final test will be to check, at the end of this book, if the soctology 
of assodations has been able to take up the relay of the sociology of the 
social by following different types of new and more active connec
tions, and if it has been able to inherit all that was legitimate in the 
ambition of a science of the social. As usual, the result of whether this 
has been successful or not will be up to the reader. 

For those who like to trace a discipline to some venerable ancestor, it 
is worth noting that this distinction between two contrasted ways of 
understanding the duties of social science is nothing new. It was 
already in place at the very begiruting of the disdpline (at least in 
France) in the early disvute between the elder Gabriel Tarde and Emile 
Durkheim, the winner. 2 Tarde always complained that Durkheim had 
abandoned the task of explaining sodety by confusing cause and 
effect, replacing the understanding of the sodal link with a political 
project aimed at soctal engineering. Against his younger challenger, he 
vigorously maintained that the social was not a spedal domain of 
reality but a principle of connections; that there was no reason to 
separate 'the social' from other assodations like biological organisms 
or even atoms; that no break with philosophy, and espedally meta
physics, was necessary in order to become a social sctence; that sod
ology was in effect a kind of inter-psychology;13 that the study of 
innovation, and espedally sdence and technology, was the growth 
area of social theory; and that economics had to be remade from top to 
bottom instead of being used as a vague metaphor to describe the 
calculation of interests. Above all, he considered the social as a drcu
lating fluid that should be followed by new methods and not a spedfic 
type of organism. We don't need to accept all of Tarde's idiosyncra
sies-and there are many-but in the gallery of portraits of eminent 
predecessors he is one of the very few, along with Harold Garfinkel, 
who believed sodology could be a sdence accounting for how society 
is held together, instead of using sodety to explain something else or 
to help solve one of the political questions of the time. That Tarde was 

IZ The only extensive Introduction to Tarde In English Is Gabriel Tarde and Terry C. 
Qark (1969), On Communication and Social Influence. For a more recent view see Bruno 
Latour (2002), 'Gabriel Tarde and the End of the Social'. An older translation Is available 
online of Gabriel Tarde (1899/2000), Social Laws: An Outline of Sociology. 

13 By opposition to intra·psychology on which he was almost completely silent, see 
Gabriel Tarde (1895/1999), Monadologie et sodologie. 
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utterly defeated by sociologists of the social to the point of being 
squeezed into a ghostly existence for a century does not prove that 
he was wrong. On the contrary, it simply makes this book even more 
necessary. I am convinced that if sociology had inherited more from 
Tarde (not to mention Comte, Spencer, Durkheim, and Weber), it 
could have been an even more relevant discipline. It still has the 
resources to become so as we will see at the end of this book. The 
two traditions can easily be reconciled, the second being simply the 
resumption of the task that the first believed was too quickly achieved. 
The factors gathered in the past under the label of a 'social domain' are 
simply some of the elements to be assembled in the future in what I 
will call not a society but a collective. 

Gabriel Tarde An alternative precursor for an alternative social 
theory 
Gabriel Tarde (1843-1904) was a judge and then a self-taught crim-
inologist and became the predecessor of Bergson at the College de 
France. 

A few quotes will give an idea of the strong contrast between the 
two lines of thought. Here is Tarde's definition of society: 

'But this means that every thing is a society and that all things are 
societies. And it is quite remarkable that science, by a logical sequence of 
its earlier movements, tends to strangely generalize the notion of sodety. It 
speaks of cellular societies, why not of atomic societies? Not to mention 
societies of stars, solar systems. All of the sciences seem fated to become 
branches of sodology.' (Tarde 1999: 58) 

Most interestingly, Tarde was head of a statistical institute for 
many years and always believed simultaneously in monographies 
and quantitative data, but he disagreed with Durkheim on the type 
of quantum sociology had to trace. 

Generalizing Leibniz's monads, but without a God, Tarde's pro
jects reverses the link between micro and macro: 

• In a multitude of forms, though on a smaller scale, the same error always 
comes to light, namely, the error of believing that, in order to see a gradual 
dawn of regularity, order, and logic in social phenomena, we must go 
outside of the details, which are essentially Irregular, and rise high enough 
to obtain a panoramic view of the general effect; that the source and 
foundation of every social coordination is some general fact from which It 
descends gradually to particular facts, though always diminishing in 
strength; in short, that man acts but a law of evolution guides him. I hold 
the contrary, in a certain sense.' (Tarde 1899/2000: 75) 

This explains the radical opposition with Durkheim, a generation 
younger than Tarde: 
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'lbls conception ls, In fact, almost the exact opposite of the unilinear 
evolutionists' notion and of M. Durkhelm's. Instead of explaining every
thing by the supposed supremacy of a law of evolution, which compels 
collective phenomena to reproduce and repeat themselves indefinitely In a 
certain order rather than explaining lesser facts by greater, and the part by 
the whole--1 explain collective resemblances of the whole by the massing 
together of minute elementary acts-the greater by the lesser and the whole 
by the part. This way of regarding phenomena is destined to produce a 
transformation in sodology similar to that brought about in mathematics 
by the Introduction of infinitesimal caJculus.' (Tarde 1899/2000: 35) 

The reason why Tarde may pass for an early ancestor of ANf is 
that his best example of a social connection is always history and 
sociology of science: 

'As regards the structure of science, probably the most Imposing of 
human edifices, there is no possible question. It was built in the full light 
of history, and we can follow Its development almost from the very outset 
down to our own day .... Everything here originates In the individual, not 
only the materials but the general design of the whole and the detail 
sketches as well. Everything, including what Is now diffused among all 
cultured minds and taught even in the primary school, began as the secret 
of some single mind, whence a little flame, faint and fllckering, sent forth 
its rays, at first oniy within a narrow compass, and even there encountering 
many obstructions, but, growing brighter as It spread further, it at length 
became a brilliant illumination. Now, if It seems plainly evident that sci
ence was thus constructed, it is no less true that the construction of every 
dogma, legal code, government, or economic regime was effected in the 
same manner; and if any doubt be possible with respect to language and 
ethics, because the obscurity of their origin and the slowness of their 
transformations remove them from observation tluough the greater part 
of their course, Is it not highly probable that their evolution followed the 
same path?' (Tarde 1899/2000: 84-5) 

The entities that Tarde is dealing with are not people but innov
ations, quanta of change that have a life of their own: 

'lbis is why any soda) production having some marked characteristics, 
be It an industrial good, a verse, a formula, a political idea which has 
appeared one day somewhere in the corner of a brain, dreams like Alexan
der of conquering the world, tries to multiply itseH by thousands and 
millions of copies in every place where there exists human beings and will 
never stop except iflt Is kept in check by some rival production as ambitious 
as ltseH.' (Tarde 1895/1999: 96) 

What is most useful for ANf is that Tarde does not make the social 
science break away from philosophy or even metaphysics: 

'To exist is to differ; difference, in one sense, Is the substantia) side of 
things, what they have most In common and what makes them most 
different. One has to start from this difference and to abstain from trying 
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to explain it, espedaUy by starting with identity, as so many persons wrongly 
do. Because identity is a minimum and, hence, a type of difference, and 
a very rare type at that, ln the same way as rest ls a type of movement 
and the circle a type of ellipse. To begin with some primordial identity 
implies at the origin a prodigiously unlikely singularity, or else the 
obscure mystery of one simple being then dlvJding for no special reason.' 
(Tarde 1895/1999: 73) 

This book on how to use ANf for reassembling social connections is 
organized in three parts corresponding to the three duties that the 
sociology of the social has conflated for reasons that are no longer 
justified: 

How to deploy the many controversies about associations without 
restricting in advance the social to a specific domain? 

How to render fully traceable the means allowing actors to stabilize 
those controversies? 

Through which procedures is it possible to reassemble the social not 
in a society but in a collective? 

In the first part, I will show why we should not limit in advance the 
sort of beings populating the social world. Social sciences have become 
much too timid in deploying the sheer complexity of the associations 
they have encountered. 14 I will argue that it's possible to feed, so to 
speak, off controversies and learn how to become good relativists
surely an indispensable preparation before venturing into new terri
tory. In the second part, I will show how it's possible to render social 
connections traceable by following the work done to stabilize the 
controversies followed in the first part. Borrowing a metaphor from 
cartography, I could say that ANf· has tried to render the social world 
as flat as possible in order to ensure that the estabUshment of any new 
link is clearly visible. Finally, I will conclude by showing why the task 
of assembling the collective is worth pursuing, but only after the 
shortcut of society and 'social explanation' has been abandoned. If 
it's true that the views of society offered by the sociologists of the 
social were mainly a way of insuring civil peace when modernism 
was under way, 15 what sort of collective life and what sort of know
ledge is to be gathered by sociologists of associations once moderniz-

N I have left aside in this book the question of quantitative sociology not because I 
believe more in qualitative data, but because the very definition of which quantum to 
tally is at stake In the different definitions of the social vector I am going to follow here. 

15 The first instance of the words 'sociology' and 'social sciences' are found In the 
famous pamphlet Qu'est-a que le Twn·Efllt? by Emmanuel joseph Sleyes (17~1836) to 
designate a fusion of aU the 'cametal sciences' in an art of government, see Frederic 
Audren (forthcoming), 'l.es juristes et les sodologues'. 
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ing has been thrown into doubt while the task of finding the ways to 
cohabit remains more important than ever? 

In some ways this book resembles a travel guide through a terrain 
that is at once completely banal-it's nothing but the social world we 
are used to-and completely exotic-we will have to learn how to slow 
down at each step. If earnest scholars do not find it dignifying to 
compare an introduction of a science to a travel guide, be they kindly 
reminded that 'where to travel' and 'what is worth seeing there' is 
nothing but a way of saying in plain English what is usually said under 
the pompous Greek name of 'method' or, even worse, 'methodology. 
The advantage of a travel book approach over a 'discourse on method' 
is that it cannot be confused with the territory on which it simply 
overlays. A guide can be put to use as well as forgotten, placed in a 
backpack, stained with grease and coffee, scribbled all over, its pages 
tom apart to light a fire under a barbecue. In brief, it offers suggestions 
rather than imposing itself on the reader. That said, this is not a coffee 
table book offering glossy views of the landscape to the eyes of the 
visitor too lazy to travel. It is directed at practitioners as a how-to book, 
helping them to find their bearings once they are bogged down in the 
territory. For others, I am afraid it will remain totally opaque, since the 
social ties to be traced will never resemble those they have been 
trained to follow. 





Introduction to Part I: 
Learning to Feed off 

Controversies 

L ike all sdences, sociology begins in wonder. The commotion 
might be registered in many different ways but it's always the 

paradoxical presence of something at once invisible yet tangible, 
taken for granted yet surprising, mundane but of baffling subtlety 
that triggers a passionate attempt to tame the wild beast of the social. 
'We live in groups that seem firmly entrenched, and yet how is it that 
they transform so rapidly?' 'We are made to do things by other agen
cies over which we have no control and that seem plain and mundane 
enough.' 'There is something invisible that weighs on all of us that is 
more solid than steel and yet so incredibly labile.' 'There exist forces 
that are strangely similar to those studied by natural sctentlsts and yet 
distinctively different.' 'This puzzling mixture of obdurate resistance 
and perverse complexity seems wide opened to inquiry, and yet it 
defies all inquiries.' It would be hard to find a social scientist not 
shaken by one or more of these bewildering statements. Are not 
these conundrums the source of our libido sdendi? What pushes us to 
devote so much energy into unraveling them? 

There is, however, an increasing distance between what triggers 
those successive shocks and the solutions that have been devised to 
explain them. 1 am going to argue in Part 1 that although the insights 
of sociology are correct, the solutions suggested by a shrinking defin
ition of the social has in many ways adulterated what was productive 
and scientific in them. This is why 1 want to reexamine each of those 
successive questions and dissect them so that we can renew our defin
ition of what is an assodation. 

Faithful to relativist principles, instead of dividing the social domain 
as most textbooks of sodology usually do into a list of actors, methods, 
and domains already taken as members of the social realm, 1 have 
organized the first part of this work by types of controversies about 
what this universe is made of. 1 think it is possible to build upon the 
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major intuitions of the social sciences by examining five major uncer
tainties: 16 

- the nature of groups: there exist many contradictory ways for 
actors to be given an identity; 

- the nature of actions: in each course of action a great variety of 
agents seem to barge in and displace the original goals; 

- the nature of objects: the type of agencies participating in inter
action seems to remain wide open; 

- the nature of facts: the links of natural sciences with the rest of 
society seems to be the source of continuous disputes; 

- and, finally, about the type of studies done under the label of a 
science of the social as it is never clear in which precise sense social 
sciences can be said to be empirical. 

What has made ANf so implausible is that before going anywhere 
those five uncertainties have to be piled on top of one mother, with 
each new one making the former even more puzzling until some 
common sense is regained-but only at the end. Most users of ANT 
have so far had little patience to wait and I can't blame them.17 

The reader will discover here a set of complicated instructions to 
make displacement more costly and more painful. The reason for this 
is that I wmt to break the habit of linking the notions of 'society', 
'social factor', and 'social explanation' with a sudden acceleration in 
the description. When sociologists of the social pronounce the words 
'society', 'power', 'structure', arid 'context', they often jump straight 
ahead to connect vast arrays of life and history, to mobilize gigmtic 
forces, to detect dramatic patterns emerging out of confusing inter
actions, to see everywhere in the cases at hand yet more examples of 
well-known types, to reveal behind the scenes some dark powers pull
ing the strings. Not that they are wrong since its perfectly true that 
older social relations have been packaged in such a way as to seem to 
provide a ready explanation for mmy puzzling subjects. But the time 
has come to have a much closer look at the type of aggregates thus 
assembled md at the ways they are connected to one another. 

When you wish to discover the new unexpected actors that have 
more recently popped up and which are not yet bona fide members of 
'society', you have to travel somewhere else arid with very different 
kinds of gear. As we are going to see, there is as much difference in the 

16 I have chosen 'uncertaintles'-ln a weak allusion to the 'uncertainty plinctple'
because It remains impossible to decide whether It resides In the c;i>server or In the 
phenomenon observed. As we will see, It's never the case that the analyst knows what 
the actors Ignore, nor Is It the case that the actors know what the observer Ignores. nus Is 
the reason why the social needs to be reassembled. 

17 For readers most Interested In science studies, It might make more sense to read 
Otapter 4 first-p. 87-and then swallow the other sources of uncertainty one by one. 
For those more familiar with ANT, It might be easler to start with the Interlude, p. 141. 
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two uses of the word 'social' as there is between learning how to drive 
on an already existing freeway and exploring for the first time the 
bumpy territory in which a road has beer~ planned against the wishes 
of mmy local communities. 18 There's no question that ANf prefers to 
travel slowly, on small roads, on foot, and by paying the full cost of any 
displacement out of its own pocket. 

The reason for this change of tempo is that, instead of taking a 
reasonable position md imposing some order beforehand, ANf claims 
to be able to find order much better after having let the actors deploy 
the full range of controversies in which they are immersed. It is as if we 
were saying to the actors: 'We won't try to discipline you, to make you 
fit into our categories; we will let you deploy your own worlds, and 
only later will we ask you to explain how you came about settling 
them.' The task of defining md ordering the social should be left to the 
actors themselves, not taken up by the analyst. This is why, to regain 
some sense of order, the best solution is to trace connections between 
the controversies themselves rather than try to decide how to settle 
my given controversy. 19 The search for order, rigor, and pattern is by 
no means abandoned. It is simply relocated one step further into 
abstraction so that actors are allowed to unfold their own differing 
cosmos, no matter how counter-intuitive they appear.20 

It is this increased level of abstraction in social theory which makes 
ANT hard to grasp at first. And yet this shift is comparable to what a 
cartographer does in trying to record the shape of a foreign coast on 

11 
A reader, asking in what sense our theory of the social could be reconciled with 

'conventional' SOCiology, offered as an objection the way AIDS patients mobiUzed as a 
group. Looking at tJadltional'social movements', It was obvious to her that patients' 
organizations corresponded to 'conventJonal' definitions of the social because she had 
entirely forgotten how deeply Innovative It was for patients to make politics out of 
retroviruses. For us on the other hand, AJDS activism, and more generally patient·based 
orpnizations, Is just the type of Innovation that requires completely new definitions of 
the soda!. See Steven Epstein (1996), Impure Science. Aids, Activism and U1e Politics of 
Knawledge; Michel Calion and Vololona Rabeharisoa (1999), Le pouvoir des malades; and 
Nicolas Dodier (2003), /.efons politiques de l'ipidimie de sido. These prove how fast people 
forget the new asSOCiations and Include them In their 'conventional' definition of what Is a 
society. 

19 
A striking example of the richness of this approach has been provided In Boltanski 

and Thevenot, On /usti{k4tlon. In this major work, the authors have shown that It was 
possible to find a much more solid order once It was accepted that ordinary French 
persons, when engaged In polemics where they had to justify their positions, could rely 
not on one but six complete prlndples of justification (les Citis or Orders of Worth: 
Market, Industria~ Civic, Domestic, Inspired, Opinion) to which the authors later added 
a possible Green justification. See Claudette Laraye and Laurent Thevenot (1993), 'Une 
justification ecologique? Confllts dans l'amenagement de Ia nature'. Although those 
prlndples were Incommensurable, the sociologists, by moving one step further into 
abstraction, could nonetheless render them comparable. It's this magnificent example 
of the power of relativity that I am trying to emulate here. 
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a piece of paper. She might exert herself to fit the various reports sent 
by explorers Into some existing geometrical format-bays have to be 
circles, capes triangles, continents squares. But after noticing the 
hopeless mess created by those records, none of which exactly fall 
into pre-determined shapes, she will eagerly accept any proposition 
to displace the quest for geometrical rigor with a totally abstract 
Cartesian grid. Then she will use this empty grid to patiently record 
the coastline itself, allowing it to be drawn in as tortuous a way as 
geological history made it to be. Although it may appear stupid to 
record every reported point simply by longitude and latitude, it would 
be even more stupid to insist that only data that fits a preordained 
geometrical shape be kept. Similarly, ANT claims that it is possible to 
trace more sturdy relations and discover more revealing patterns by 
finding a way to register the links between unstable and shifting 
frames of reference rather than by trying to keep one frame stable. 
Society is no more 'roughly' made of 'individuals', of 'cultures', of 
'nation states' than Africa is 'roughly' a circle, France a hexagon or 
Cornwall a triangle. There is nothing surprising in this since every 
scientific discipline is a slow training in devising the right sort of 
relativism that can be adapted to the data at hand. Why would soci
ology alone be forbidden to invent its own path and be requested to 
stick to the obvious? Now that geologists have accepted the notion of 
cold and rigid continental plates floating freely over the hot, molten 
seabed that seeps out of deep oceanic rifts, are they not, so to speak, on 
'firmer ground'? Similarly, ANT claims that we will find a much more 
scientific way of building the social world if we abstain from interrupt
ing the flood of controversies. We, too, should find our firm ground: 
on shifting sands. Contrary to what is so often said, relativism is a way 
to float on data, not drown in them. 

Metaphors borrowed from cartography or from physics break down 
very fast, however, once the range of uncertainties to be swallowed by 
sociologists of association begins to be deployed. In some extreme 
situations, actors seem to have an uncanny ability to disagree with 
everything sociologists supposedly take for granted in order to begin 
their work. Abandoning the fixed frame of reference offered by ether, 
as physicists did, appears in retrospect a rather simple affair when 
compared with what we will have to let go of if we want to leave the 
actors free to deplol the full incommensurability of their own world
making activities.2 Be prepared to cast off agency, structure, psyche, 

20 It's only in Part II that we will deal with the other question of stablllzing contro
versies. For reasons that will become clear only later, sociologists of the social have not 
been able to keep the two movements distinct. 
ll 'World·makJng' would be a fine word, see Nelson Goodman (1988), Ways of World 

Making, were it not for the conception of 'making' that goes with It and the definition of 
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time, and space along with every other philosophical and anthropo
logical category, no matter how deeply rooted in common sense they 
may appear to be. 

Using the example of our cartographer, it is as if she had to deal not 
only with multiple reports coming from many travelers but also with 
multiple projection grids, where each point is requesting its own 
ad hoc coordinates. Faced with this confusion, one may decide to 
restrain the range of controversies or to unleash all of them. The first 
pre-relativist solution works fine but risks limiting sociology to rou
tine, cold, and quiet situations. The second relativist solution tackles 
active, warm, and extreme situations, but then one has to let contro
versies unfold all the way. Striking some compromise between the two 
positions would be most absurd since controversies are not simply a 
nuisance to be kept at bay, but what allows the social to be established 
and the various social sciences to contribute in its building. Many of 
the difficulties in developing those disciplines have come from a 
refusal to be theoretical enough and from a misplaced attempt at 
clinging to common sense mixed with an ill-timed craving for political 
relevance. Such is the extreme position I wish to try and sustain for as 
long as possible. The drawback is that throughout their travels readers 
have to support themselves on a strange diet: they have to feed off 
controversies about what the social is made out of. 

Traveling with ANT, I am afraid to say, will tum out to be agoniz
ingly slow. Movements will be constantly interrupted, interfered with, 
disrupted, and dislocated by the five types of uncertainties. In the 
world ANT is trying to travel through, no displacement seems possible 
without costly and painful translations. Sociologists of the social seem 
to glide like angels, transporting power and connections almost im
materially, while the ANT-scholar has to trudge like an ant, carrying 
the heavy gear in order to generate even the tiniest connection. At the 
end of this book, we will attempt to summarize what differentiates a 
good ANT account from a bad one-a crucial quality test-by asking 
three questions: have all the difficulties of traveling been recognized? 
Has the complete cost of the travel from one connection to the next 
been fully paid? Has the traveler not cheated by surreptitiously getting 
a ride from an already existing 'social order'? In the meantime, my 
advice is to pack as little as possible, don 'tforget to pay your ticket, and 
prepare for delays. 

the 'one world'. This expression Is thus taken as a provisional placeholder until we can 
redefine constructivism--seep. 88--and then much later what it means to compose 'one 
common world'-p. 247. 



First Source of Uncertainty: 
No Group, Only Group 

Formation 

W here should we start? As always, it is best to begin in the middle 
of things, in medias res. Will the reading of a newspaper do? 

Sure, it offers a starting point as good as any. As soon as you open it, it's 
like a rain, a flood, an epidemic, an infestation. With every two lines, 
a trace is being left by some writer that some group is being made 
or unmade. Here it's the CEO of a big company who deplores the fact 
that five years after the merger the firm's various branches are still 
not fully integrated. She wonders how to 'promote a common corpor
ate culture'. A few lines further down finds an anthropologist explain
ing that there is no 'ethnic' difference between Hutus and Tutsis in 
Rwanda, but that it's really a 'class difference' that has been 'instru
mentalized'bycoloniallstsand then 'naturalized' as a 'cultural' one. In 
the letters section, a Scot reminds his readers of the 'Glorious Alliance' 
between France and Mary Queen of Scots, which explains why Scot
land should not share the rabid Europhobia of .Englishmen. A corres
pondent from France tries to explain why second generation girls from 
Algeria that show up at school with an Islamic veil are seen by their 
teaChers as 'fanatics' who 'exclude themselves' from the French Re
public. In the Europe section, it is explained that EU functionaries 
are more and more thinking 'as Europeans' and are no longer 'loyal 
to their nationalities'. In the Music section, a fierce dispute divides 
Baroque ensembles according to the frequency of their tuning 
forks, pelting one another with accusations such as 'modernist', 
'unfaithful to the tradition', 'academic'. In the Computer section, 
the writer mocks the attachment of Macintosh users to their utterly 
marginal machines and puts forward a 'cultural interpretation' for 
what he calls a form of 'techno-fanaticism'. Further down an editori
alist predicts that Iraq, though its borders are fairly recent, will exist as 
a nation and will not split up along the older dividing lines of religion 
and historical 'zones of influence'. Another column mocks the 
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accusation that those against the war in Iraq are 'anti-American'. lt 
never stops. 

Relating to one group or another is an on-going process made up of 
uncertain, fragile, controversial, and ever-shifting ties. ls this not odd? 
lf we simply follow the newspapers' cues, the central intuition of 
sociology should be that at any given moment actors are made to fit 
in a group--often in more than one. And yet, when you read social 
theorists, it seems that the main, the crucial, the most urgent question 
should be which grouping is preferable to start a social enquiry. 
Should we take social aggregates to be made of 'individuals', 'of organ
izations', 'of 'classes', of 'roles', of 'life traiectories', of 'discursive 
fields', of 'selfish genes', of 'forms of life', of 'social networks'? They 
never seem to tire in designating one entity as real, solid, proven, or 
entrenched while others are criticized as being artificial, imaginary, 
transitional, illusory, abstract, impersonal, or meaningless. Should 
we focus on the micro-level of interactions or should we consider 
the macro-level as more relevant? Is it better to view markets, 
organizations, or networks as the essential ingredients of our 
collective life? 

While the most common experience we have of the social world is of 
being simultaneously seized by several possible and contradictory calls 
for regroupings, it seems that the most important decision to make 
before becoming a social scientist is to decide first which ingredients 
are already there in society. While it is fairly obvious that we are 
enrolled in a group by a series of interventions that renders visible 
those who argue for the relevance of one grouping and the irrelevance 
of others, everything happens as if social scientists had to claim that 
there exists 'out there' one type that is real, whereas the other sets are 
really inauthentic, obsolete, irrelevant, or artificial. While we are well 
aware that the first feature of the social world is this constant tracing of 
boundaries by people over some other people, sociologists of the social 
consider that the main feature of this world is to recognize, independ
ently of who is tracing them and with what sort of tools, the unques
tionable existence of boundaries. Even stranger is that while social 
scientists, economists, historians, psychologists, and political scien
tists are at work with their newspaper columns, demonstrations, 
teachings, reports, enquiries, commissions, and statistics to help de
fine and redefine groups, social theories still seem as if the existence of 
the relevant actors was fully independent of this massive amount of 
work by the professionals, or worse, as if this inevitable reflexive loop 
precluded sociology from ever becoming a science. And yet, who 
would know how to invoke the 'unconscious' without Freud? Who 
would be able to denounce 'alienation' without Marx? Who would 
be able to declare themselves 'upper-middle class' without social 
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statistics? Who would learn to 'feel European' without the editorials of 
the liberal press? 

To sum up, whereas for sociologists the first problem seems to settle 
on one privileged grouping, our most common experience, if we are 
faithful to it, tells us that there are lots of contradictory group forma
tions, group enrollment-activity to which social scientists are obvi
ously crucial contributors. The choice is thus dear: either we follow 
social theorists and begin our travel by setting up at the start which 
kind of group and level of analysis we will focus on, or we follow the 
actors' own ways and begin our travels by the traces left behind by 
their activity of forming and dismantling groups. 

The first source of uncertainty one should learn from is that there is 
no relevant group that can be said to make up social aggregates, no 
established component that can be used as an incontrovertible start
ing point.22 Many a sociological enquiry has begun by setting up 
on~r several-type of groupings, before apologizing profusely for 
this somewhat arbitrary limitation made necessary, it is often argued, 
by the 'obligation to limit one's scope' or 'by the right of a scientist to 
define one's obtect'. But this is not at all the sort of setting, the sort of 
obligation, the sort of apologies, sociologists of associations wish to 
start with. Their duty is not to stabilize-whether at the beginning for 
clarity, for convenience, or to look reasonable-the list of groupings 
making up the social. Quite the opposite: their starting point begins 
precisely with the controversies about which grouping one pertains to, 
including of course the controversies among social scientists about 
what the social world is made of. 

If someone pointed out to me that words like 'group', 'grouping', 
and 'actor' are meaningless, I would answer: 'Quite right.' The word 
'group' is so empty that it sets-neither the size nor the content. It could 
be applied to a planet as well as to an individual; to Microsoft as well as 
to my family; to plants as well as to baboons. This is exactly why I have 
chosen it. 

This is a larger point about the vocabulary of ANT with which 
I should familiarize the reader at this early stage in order to avoid 
confusing the language of this book with the landscape we are going 
to visit. I find it best to use the most general, the most banal, even the 
most vulgar repertoire so that there will be no risk of confusing the 

22 Garllnkel's ethnomethods would take the same starting points, beginning with 
mundane accounts Instead of controversies or through the clever Idea of 'breaching', 
whJch transforms even mundane encounters Into controversies. See Harold Garfinkel 
(1967), Studies in Ethnomethodology. In both cases, the point is the same: it's not the 
sociologist's duty to dedde In advance and In the member's stead what the soda I world Is 
made of-a very common idea for chemists, physicists, and naturalists, but It Is still seen 
as provocative In the social sdences. 
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actors' own prolific idioms. Sociologists of the social, as a rule, do just 
the opposite. They are keen to produce precise, well chosen, sophisti
cated terms for what they say the actors say. But then they might run 
the risk of confusing the two meta-languages-since actors, too, have 
their own elaborate and fully reflexive meta-language. If they practice 
critical sociology, then there is an even greater risk to render actors 
mute altogether. ANf prefers to use what could be called an in(ta
language, which remains strictly meaningless except for allowing dis
placement from one frame of reference to the next. In my experience, 
this is a better way for the vocabulary of the actors to be heard loud 
and clear-and 1 am not especially worried if it is the social scientists' 
jargon that is being downplayed. If 1 had to provide a checklist for 
what is a good ANf account-this will be an important indicator of 
quality-are the concepts of the actors allowed to be stronger than that 
of the analysts, or is it the analyst who Is doing all the talking? As far as 
writing reports is concerned, it means a precise but difficult trial: Is the 
text that comments on the various quotes and documents more, less, 
or as interesting as the actors' own expressions and behaviors? If you 
find this test too easy to meet, then ANT is not for you. 

A list of traces left by the formation of groups 

From the many disputes among social theorists and among actors 
themselves about what should be the basic building block of society, 
there is no reason to draw the conclusion that we should despair of 
social science. ANT doesn't claim that we will ever know if society is 
'really' made of small individual calculative agents or of huge macro
actors; nor does it claim that since anything goes one can pick a 
favorite candidate at whim. On the contrary, it draws the relativist, 
that is, the scientific conclusion that those controversies provide the 
analyst with an essential resource to render the social connections 
traceable. ANf simply claims that once we are accustomed to these 
many shifting frames of reference a very good grasp of how the social is 
generated can be provided, since a relativist connection between 
frames of reference offers a better source of objective judgment than 
the absolute (that is, arbitrary) settings suggested by common sense. 
This is the reason why it is so crucial not to begin with a pronounce
ment of the sort: 'Social aggregates are mainly made of (x).' It makes 
no difference if (x) stands for 'individual agent', 'organizations', 
'races', 'small bands', 'states', 'persons', 'members', 'will power', 'li
bido', 'biographies', 'fields', etc. ANf simply doesn't take as its job to 
stabilize the social on behalf of the people it studies; such a duty is to 
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be left entirely to the 'actors themselves'-a much maligned cliche 
which we will visit in due time. 

While at first sight It would seem easier for sociologists to settle on 
one group instead of mapping the controversies about group forma
tion, it is exactly the opposite and for a good empirical reason. Group 
formations leave many more traces in their wake than already estab
lished connections which, by definition, might remain mute and 
invisible. If a given ensemble simply lies there, then it is invisible 
and nothing can be said about it. The ensemble generates no trace 
and thus produces no information whatsoever; if it is visible, then it is 
being performed and will then generate new and interesting data. The 
solution is to substitute the list of groupings composed of social ag
gregates-an impossible task-with the list of the elements always 
present in controversies about groups-a much simpler one. This sec
ond list is more abstract to be sure since it deals with the work neces
sary to delineate any grouping, but it also generates much more data 
since every time a new grouping is alluded to the fabrication mechan
ism necessary to keep it alive will be made visible and thus traceable. 
While, after one hundred and fifty years, sociologists are still unclear 
on what the 'right' social aggregates should be,23 it is a rather simpler 
matter to agree that in any controversy about group formation-in
cluding of course academic disputes-some items will always be pre
sent: groups are made to talk; anti-groups are mapped; new resources 
are fetched so as to make their boundaries more durable; and profes
sionals with their highly specialized paraphernalia are mobilized. 

First, to delineate a group, no matter if it has to be created from 
scratch or simply refreshed, you have to have spokespersons which 
'speak for' the group existence-and sometimes are very talkative, as 
the newspaper example made clear. Whichever example you take, be 
they feminist dog-owners in California, Kosovars in former Serbia, 
'chevaliers du tastevin' in my native Burgundy, Achuars in the Amazon, 
accountants, anti-globalists, sociologists of science, egos, Trotskyites, 
working class, market forces, conspiracies, etc., all need some people 
defining who they are, what they should be, what they have been. 
These are constantly at work, justifying the group's existence, invok
ing rules and precedents and, as we shall see, measuring up one 
definition against all the others. Groups are not silent things, but 
rather the provisional product of a constant uproar made by the 
mllllons of contradictory voices about what is a group and who per
tains to what. Just think of the mass of talks and writings that went 

23 One reason for this continuing uncertainty over the departure point-individual, 
structures, fields, trajectories, etc.-is due to the belief that society is ranked according to 
sizes ranging from Small to XXL The origin of this misapprehension and the ways to 
avoid it will not be tackled until the second part of this book-see p. 175. 



~L. riUt JUUILI: VI UIILI:ItUIIIlY 

into the delineation of this extraordinary set: homo oeconomicus. 24 

There is no group without some kind of recruiting officer. No flock of 
sheep without a shepherd-and his dog, his walking stick, his piles of 
vaccination certificates, his mountain of paperwork to get EU subsid
ies. If you still believe groupings exist 'by themselves', for instance the 
'individual', just try to remember how much labor had to be done 
before each of you could 'take your life into your own hands'. How 
many admonitions from parents, teachers, bosses, partners, and col
leagues before we learned that we had better be a group of our own (the 
ego)? And how quickly we forgot that lesson. 25 Although groups seem 
to be already fully equipped, ANf sees none existing without a rather 
large retinue of group makers, group talkers, and group holders. 

Second, whenever some work has to be done to trace or retrace the 
boundary of a group, other groupings are designated as being empty, 
archaic, dangerous, obsolete, and so on. It is always by comparison 
with other competing ties that any tie is emphasized. So for every 
group to be defined, a list of anti-groups is set up as well. This is quite 
convenient for observers because it means that actors are always en
gaged in the business of mapping the 'social context' in which they are 
placed, thus offering the analyst a full-blooded theory of what sort of 
sociology they should be treated with.26 This is why it is so important 
not to define in advance what sort of social aggregates could provide 
the context for all these maps. Group delineation is not only one of 
the occupations of social scientists, but also the very constant task of 
the actors themselves. Actors do the sociology for the sociologists 
and sociologists learn from the actors what makes up their set of 
associations. 

While this should seem obvious, such a result is actually in oppos
ition to the basic wisdom of critical sociologists. For them, actors do 
not see the whole picture but remain only 'informants'. This is why 
they have to be taught what is the context 'in which' they are situated 
and 'of which' they see only a tiny part, while the social scientist, 
floating above, sees the 'whole thing'. The excuse for occupying such a 

2
" Gabriel Tarde (1902), Psychologie economique. The main work remains Karl Polanyi 

(1944), The Great Trans(onnation, but see also Albert 0. Hirshmann, 7711! Passions and the 
Interests and Michel canon (1998b), The Laws of UJe Markets as weU as the fields of 
anthropology and economics. For recent empirical studies on an ANT perspective, see 
Fabian Muniesa (2004), Des marches comme algortth.mes: sodologle de Ia cotation 
electronique a Ia Bourse de Paris' and VIncent lkpinay (2003), 'Les formules du marche. 
Ethno-Economle d'une Innovation finandere: les prodults a capital garanti'. 

25 It's the great achievement of Tarde's Inter-psychology to relate the amount of 
influence with the Increase In lndividualisation, see Gabriel Tarde (1901(1989D, L'oplnlon 
et Ia foule and Tarde, On CommunlaJtion and Social Jn(luence. 

26 No one has developed this as thoroughly as Garfinkel. See the famous case of 
Agnes's uncertain gender affiliation and Its critique In Norman K. Denzln (1990), 'Harold 
and Agnes: A Feminist Narrative Undoing'. 
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bird's eye view is usually that scientists are doing 'reflexively' what the 
informants are doing 'unwittingly'. But even this is doubtful. The little 
awareness that social scientists may gather is exacted out of the reflex
ive group formation of those they simply, at this point of their enquiry, 
use like a parasite. In general, what passes for reflexivity in most social 
sciences is the sheer irrelevancy of 2-,uestions raised by the analyst 
about some actors' serious concerns. As a rule, it's much better to 
set up as the default position that the inquirer is always one reflexive 
loop behind those they study. 

Third, when groups are formed or redistributed, their spokesperson 
looks rather frantically for ways to de-fine them. Their boundaries are 
marked, delineated, and rendered fixed and durable. Every group, no 
matter how small or how big, requires a limes like the mythical one 
traced by Romulus around nascent Rome. This is very convenient for 
the analyst as every group formation will be accompanied by the 
digging out of a wide range of features, mobilized to make the group 
boundary hold against the contradictory pressures of all the compet
ing anti-groups that threaten to dissolve it. There exist endless ways of 
rendering the group definition a finite and sure thing, so finite and 
sure that, in the end, it looks like the object of an unproblematic 
definition. You may appeal to tradition or to law. You may invent 
strange hybrids like 'strategic essentialism' or entrench the boundary 
in 'nature'. You may even tum it into a 'genetic make-up', associate it 
with 'blood and soil', make it a 'folk tradition', sink it into customs or 
habits. On the contrary, you may tie it to freedom, emancipation, 
artifice, fashion, or history. In the end it will have become so unques
tionable that it will be taken for granted and thus will no longer 
produce any trace, spark, or information. The ensemble is now entirely 
out of the social world-in the ANf sense-even though it is now, in 
the usual sense, a bona fide member of the social. 

Fourth, among the many spokespersons that make possible the 
durable definition of groups, one must include social scientists, social 
sciences, social statistics, and social Journalism. This is one of the 
essential differences between the two schools of thought. For the 
sociologists of the social, sociology should strive to become a science 
in the traditional disinterested sense of a gaze directed to a world 
outside, allowing for a description that is somewhat independent of 
the groups being materialized by the actors. For the sociologists of 
associations, any study of any group by any social scientist is part 
and parcel of what makes the group exist, last, decay, or disappear. In 

27 ReOexJvity Is a tticky term that has an Interesting meaning when given to actors 
and objects and a deleterious one when taken as an epistemological virtue protecting the 
sociologist from a breach of objectivity. See Antoine Hennlon (2004), 'Pragmatics of 
Taste'. 
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the developed world, there is no group that does not have at least some 
social science instrument attached to it. This is not some 'inherent 
limitation' of the discipline due to the fact that sociologists are also 
'social members' and have difficulties in 'extracting themselves' out of 
the bonds of their own 'social categories'. It is simply because they are 
on par with those they study, doing exactly the same job and partici
pating in the same tasks of tracing social bonds, albeit with different 
instruments and for different professional callings. Although in the 
first school actors and scholars are in two different boats, in the second 
they remain in the same boat all along and play the same role, namely 
group formation. If the social is to be assembled, every hand is needed. 
We will draw only at the end the consequence of this fundamental 
equality. 

No matter how gross and tentative my list appears, it is already 
possible to learn how to trace with it many social connections, instead 
of being constantly bogged down in the impossible task of deciding 
once and for all what is the right unit of analysis sociology should 
chose to focus on. This is, however, a very partial advantage of ANT. 
On the one hand, we are freed from one impossible task that would 
have slowed us down. On the other, we now have to take into account 
many more contradictory cartographies of the social than we would 
have wished for-and that is going to slow us down even more. 

No work, no group 

The choice, as we just saw, is not between certainty and confusion, 
between the arbitrariness of some a priori decision and the morass of 
endless differences. What we have lost-a fixed list of groups--we 
have regained because groupings have constantly to be made, or re
made, and during this creation or recreation the group-makers leave 
behind many traces that can be used as data by the informer. One way 
to mark this difference is to say that social aggregates are not the object 
of an ostensive definition-like mugs and cats and chairs that can be 
pointed at by the index finger-but only of a performative definition. 
They are made by the various ways and manners in which they are said 
to exist. This distinction, however, entails many delicate linguistic and 
metaphysical difficulties. I don't want to suggest that groups are made 
by flat or, worse still, out of speech acts by mere conventions. 28 1 want 

211 Not in the sense applied to social sdence In john Searle (1995 ), The Construction of 
Sudal Rerllity, but rather In that proposed In Jan Hacking (1992), 'The Self·Vlndlcation of 
the Laboratory Sciences' to account for the success of natural sdence. To save naturalism, 
Searle defined the sodal world by bootstrapping, thus making the abyss even bigger 
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to use it simply to underline the difference between groups endowed 
with some inertia and groupings that need to be constantly kept up by 
some group-making effort. Sociologists of the social like to appeal to 
'social inertia', as if there existed somewhere a stock of connections 
whose capital could be eroded only over a long time. For ANT, if you 
stop making and remaking groups, you stop having groups. No reser· 
voir of forces flowing from 'social forces' will help you. For sociologists 
of the social, the rule is order while decay, change, or creation are the 
exceptions. For the sociologists of associations, the rule is pedormance 
and what has to be explained, the troubling exceptions, are any type 
of stability over the long term and on a larger scale. It is as if, in the two 
schools, background and foreground were reversed. 

The consequences of this inversion are enormous. If inertia, durabil
ity, range, solidity, conunitment, loyalty, adhesion, etc. have to be 
accounted for, this cannot be done without looking for vehicles, 
tools, instruments, and materials able to provide such a stability-see 
the third and fourth uncertainties. Whereas, for the sociologists of the 
Social, the great virtue of appeals to society is that they offer this long 
lasting stability on a plate and for free, our school views stabillty as 
exactly what has to be explained by appealing to costly and demand
ing means. And by definition those instruments should have another 
quality than that of being 'Social', since they have to make the group
ing reach a bit further and stand a bit longer. The problem with any 
ostensive definition of the social is that no extra effort seems necessary 
to maintain the groups in existence, while the influence of the analyst 
seems to count for nothing-or simply as a perturbing factor that 
should be minimized as much as possible. The great benefit of a 
pedormative definition, on the other hand, is just the opposite: it 
draws attention to the means necessary to ceaselessly upkeep the 
groups and to the key contributions made by the analysts' own re
sources. Sociology of associations has to pay the price, in small change, 
of what sociology of the social seems to stock on its shelves in infinite 
supply. 

In pointing out the practical means necessary to delineate groups 
and keep them in existence, we encounter a conflict of duties that 
marks a clear departure point-not the last!-between the freeways of 
the sociologists of the social and the delicate trails of the regions we 
wish to map. It all depends on what is designed by 'means'. While the 
first enquirers exclaim: 'Surely we need to start somewhere, so why not 

between matters of fact and social law. One minute of inquiJy breaks down the dlstinc. 
tion, however, since It would be totally Impossible to maintain something like money
his favorite example-without materials and that not one single matter of fact can be 
defined without categories, formalism, convention, and translation startJng with meas· 
urements. Seep. 109. 
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begin by defining society as being made of (x)?' The others exclaim 
with as much energy: 'Let the actors do the job for us. Don't define for 
them what makes up the social!' The reason for this difference in 
duties is that, in the eyes of the former group, the choice of a departure 
point is not absolutely crucial since the social world already exists. For 
them, if you highlight 'classes' instead of 'individuals', 'nations' in
stead of 'classes', 'life trajectories' instead of 'social roles', or 'social 
networks' instead of 'organizations', all the paths will merge in the end 
since they are simply somewhat arbitrary ways to delineate the same 
big animal-in the same fashion as for the proverbial elephant seized 
successively by the leg, the ear, the trunk, or the tusk. However, the 
situation is entirely different for ANT because neither society nor the 
social exists in the first place. They have to be retraced by subtle 
changes in connecting non-social resources. Thus, every choice of a 
departure point will lead to the drawing of a completely different 
animal, fully incommensurable with the others. For the first school, 
society is always there putting its full weight behind whatever vehicle 
can carry it; in the second approach, social links have to be traced by 
the circulation of different vehicles which cannot be substituted by one 
another. 

For example, if an informant says that she lives 'in a God ordained 
world', this statement is not really different from that of another 
informant who claims he is 'dominated by market forces', since both 
of these terms-' God' and 'market' -are mere 'expressions' of the same 
social world. But it makes a huge, an insurmountable, an incommen
surable difference for the ANT-trained sociologist. An association with 
God is not substitutable by any other association, it is utterly specific 
and cannot be reconciled with another one made up of market forces 
which, in tum, designs a pattern completely different from those 
drawn by legal ties. Sociologists of the social always have at their 
disposal a stable and absolute third term in which to translate all the 
vocabularies of the informants, a master vocabulary which acts as a 
sort of clearing house for instantaneous exchanges between goods that 
all share the same basic homogeneous quality-namely, to be social. 
ANT-sociologists, on the other hand, possess no such common cur
rency. The word social cannot replace anything, cannot express any
thing better, cannot be substituted-in any form or guise-for 
anything else. It is not the common measure of all things, like a credit 
card widely accepted everywhere. It is only a movement that can be 
seized indirectly when there is a slight change in one older association 
mutating into a slightly newer or different one. Far from a stable and 
sure thing, it is no more than an occasional spark generated by the 
shift, the shock, the slight displacement of other non-social phenom
ena. Does this mean that we have to take seriously the real and 
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sometimes exquisitely small differences between the many ways in 
which people 'achieve the social'? I am afraid so. 

Mediators vs. intermediaries 

It would be possible to attenuate the differences between the two 
schools by saying that 'naturally' all social scientists agree that groups 
have to be made and remade anew through some other non-social 
means, and that there is never a grouping that can sustain its existence 
without some keeping up. To be sure, everyone will agree that, for 
instance, popular festivals are necessary to 'refresh social ties'; that 
propaganda is indispensable to 'heat up' the passions of 'national 
identities'; that traditions are 'invented'; that it is good for a company 
to distribute a journal to 'build loyalties'; that without price tags and 
bar codes it would be very difficult to 'calculate' a price; that for a child 
to become 'responsible' early spanking cannot do any harm; that 
without a totem it would be difficult for a tribe to recognize that 
they are 'members' of the same clan. These sorts of expressions flow 
effortlessly from our keyboards. But their precise effect depends on 
how exactly we understand ways of speaking which all allude to the 
'making' of groups. For sociologists of the social, such terms designate 
the many avatars that the same social order can take or the variegated 
tools with which it 'represents' itself or through which it is 'repro
duced'.29 For them, 'social forces' are always already present in the 
background so that the precise means to achieve their presence mat
ters a great deal-but not that crucially. 

For the sociologists of associations, they make all the difference in 
the world because there exists no society to begin with, no reservoir of 
ties, no big reassuring pot of glue to keep all those groups together. If 
you don't have the festival now or print the newspaper today, you 
simply lose the grouping, which is not a building in need of restor
ation but a movement in need of continuation. If a dancer stops 
dancing, the dance is finished. No inertia will carry the show forward. 
This is why I needed to introduce the distinction between ostensive 
and performative: the object of an ostensive definition remains there, 
whatever happens to the index of the onlooker. But the object of a 
performative definition vanishes when it is no longer performed-or if 

29 The word 'reproduction', so often used in expressions like 'social reproduction', 
takes up two entirely different meanings depending on the relationship between the 
product and the 'reproducer'. Most of the time, the product ls fully predicted by the 
progenitor. Thus nothing ls added by the 're'-production, which Is seen only as a chain of 
necessary but largely passive lntennedlades. 
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it stays, then it means that other actors have taken over the relay. And 
this relay, by definition, cannot be 'the social world', since it is that 
very world which is in dire need of a fresh relay. 

Durkheim having a Tardian moment 
As the following quotes from Durkheim's famous passage on the 
role of totems in group-making show, the difference is extremely 
subtle between a mediator and an intermediary. Does the totem 
express the group, facilitate its cohesion, or is it what allows the 
group to exist as a group? 

Here is how Durkheim (1915/1947: 230-31, 233) addresses 
the issue: 

'lbat an emblem is useful as a raUying center for any sort of a group it is 
superfluous to point out. By expressing the social unity in a material form, 
it makes this more obvious to aU, and for that very reason the use of 
emblematic symbols must have spread very quickly once thought of. But 
more than that, this idea should spontaneously arise out of the conditions 
of common life; for the emblem is not merely a convenient process for 
clarifying the sentiment the society has of itself: it also serves to create this 
sentiment; it is one of its constituent elements. 

Moreover, without symbols, social sentiments could have only a precar
Ious existence .... But if the movements by which these sentiments are 
expressed are connected with something that endures, the sentiments 
themselves become more durable. These other things are constantly bring
ing them to mind and arousing them; it is as though the cause which excited 
them in the first place continued to act. Thus these systems of emblems, 
which are necessary if society is to become conscious of itself, are no less 
indispensable for assuring the continuation of this consciousness. 

So we must refrain from regarding these symbols as simple artifices, as 
sorts of labels attached to representations already made, in order to make 
them more manageable: they are an integral part of them ( . •• ) 

The unity of the group is visible, therefore, only in the collective emblem 
reproducing the object designated by this name. A clan is essentiaUy a 
reunion of individuals who bear the same name and rally around the 
same sign. Take away the name and the sign which materializes it and the 
clan is no longer representable.' 

To take two of the very few technical terms I will need in this 
introductory book, it makes a huge difference whether the means to 
produce the social are taken as intermediaries or as mediatDrs. At the 
beginning, the bifurcation seems small, but it will later on lead us into 
different territories. To be sure, this nuance will be fully visible only at 
the close of this book-if the reader is patient enough to reach it! Yet 
we should try to get familiar with it as early as possible as it will be our 
shibboleth throughout. 
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An intennediary, in my vocabulary, is what transports meaning or 
force without transformation: defining its inputs is enough to define 
its outputs. For all practical purposes, an intermediary can be taken 
not only as a black box, but also as a black box counting for one, even 
if it is internally made of many parts. Mediators, on the other hand, 
cannot be counted as just one; they might count for one, for nothing, 
for several, or for infinity. Their input is never a good predictor of their 
output; their specificity has to be taken into account every time. 30 

Mediators transform, translate, distort, and modify the meaning or the 
elements they are supposed to carry. No matter how complicated an 
intermediary is, it may, for all practical purposes, count for just one
or even for nothing at all because it can be easily forgotten. No matter 
how apparently simple a mediator may look, it may become complex; lt 
may lead in multiple directions which will modify all the contradict
ory accounts attributed to its role. A properly functioning computer 
could be taken as a good case of a complicated intermediary while a 
banal conversation may become a terribly complex chain of mediators 
where passions, opinions, and attitudes bifurcate at every tum. But if it 
breaks down, a computer may tum into a horrendously complex 
mediator while a highly sophisticated panel during an academic con
ference may become a perfectly predictable and uneventful intermedi
ary in rubber stamping a decision made elsewhere. 31 As we will slowly 
discover, it is this constant uncertainty over the intimate nature of 
entities-are they behaving as intermediaries or as mediators?-that is 
the source of all the other uncertainties we have decided to follow. 

Once this definition is in place, we can see that it is not enough for 
sociologists to recognize that a group is made, 'reproduced', or 'con
structed' through many means and expressed through many tools. As 
a matter of fact, when seeing what most sociologists call 'construc
tion', one is not sure they have ever built anything as simple as a shack, 
not to mention a 'society' (more on this later, see p. 88). The real 
difference between the two schools of thought becomes visible when 
the 'means' or 'tools' used in 'construction' are treated as mediators 
and not as mere intermediaries. If this looks like splitting hairs, well it 
is, but this is because the tiny difference in direction taken by the two 
sociologies is no larger than a hair's width. After all, if physicists 

30 That the relations between causes and effects are to be altered requires nothing out 
of the ordinary. Before the Illy has learned to extract the sun energy through photosyn
thesis, the sun ls not the 'cause' of the Illy; before Venice learned to rise out of the water, 
the lagoon was not one of the reasons for Its development causes and effects are only a 
retrospective way of interpretins events. ThiS Is true of 'SOCial' and 'natural' events. On 
this plillosophy of causality, see lsabeUe Stengers (2002), Pmser avec WhiteMad. 

31 For a use of this distinction between complexlty and compllcatfon, see Shirley 
Strum and Bruno Latour (1987), 'lbe Meanings of Social: from Baboons to Humans'. 
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have been able to dispose with the ether, it was thanks to quite a lot of 
hair-spUtting. 

If the nuance looks moot, its effects are radical. If, for instance, a 
social difference is 'expressed in' or 'projected upon' a detail of fash
ion, but that this detail-let's say a shine of silk instead of nylon-is 
taken as an intermediary transporting faithfully some social mean
ing-'silk is for high-brow', 'nylon for low-brow'-then it is in vain 
that an appeal has been made to the detail of the fabric. It has been 
mobiUzed purely for illustrative purposes. Even without the chemical 
difference between silk and nylon, the social difference between high
and low-brow will have existed anyhow; it has simply been 'repre
sented' or 'reflected' on a piece of doth that has remained wholly 
indifferent to its composition. If, on the contrary, the chemical and 
manufacturing differences are treated as so many mediators, then it 
may happen that without the many indefinite material nuances be
tween the feel, the touch, the color, the sparkling of silk and nylon, 
this social difference might not exist at all.32 It is this infinitesimal 
distinction between mediators and intermediaries that will produce, 
in the end, all the differences we need between the two types of 
sociologies. To sum up the contrast in a rudimentary way, the sociolo
gists of the social believe in one type of social aggregates, few medi
ators, and many intermediaries; for ANT, there is no preferable type of 
social aggregates, there exist endless number of mediators, and when 
those are transformed into faithful intermediaries it is not the rule, but 
a rare exception that has to be accounted for by some extra work
usually by the mobilization of even more mediatorst33 No two view
points of the same object could be more different. 

lt is puzzling to see such a basic intuition not shared by mainstream 
sociology, although I claimed earlier that ANT was nothing but the 
recasting of the central hopes of social science. A possible reason for 
not recognizing earUer the essential parity between actors and social 
scientists all engaged in controversies about groups is that sociology 
has been involved, very early on, in social engineering. Since the begin
ning, there has been a sort of confusion of duties. By deciding that 
their job was to define what the social world is made of, sociologists in 
the middle of the 19th century took upon themselves the task of 
politics.34 1f politics is defined, as we shall see later, as the progressive 

32 For the socio-chemical history of nylon, see Susannah Handley (2000), Nylon: 'The 
Story of a Fashion Revolution: A CdebrationofDeslsn from Art Silk to Nylon and Thlnkinz Fibres. 
See the Coco Chanel biography by Axel Madsen ( 1991), Chand: A Woman o(Her Own. 

33 This stabilization of controveiSies through the key notions of forms and standards 
wiJI be tackled in Part 11. 

34 On the place of social sciences among the sciences of !Jovemment, see Paolo Napoli 
(2003), Naissance de Ia police modeme: Pouwnrs, nonnes, soditi and Audren, 'Les jurlstes et 
les soclologues'. 
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composition of collective life, some sociologists, tired of the revolu
tionary period, found a way to shortcut the slow and painful process of 
composition and decided to sort out by themselves what were the 
most relevant units of society. The simplest way was to get rid of the 
most extravagant and unpredictable ways in which actors themselves 
defined their own 'social context'. Social theorists began to play legis
lator, strongly encouraged in this endeavor by the state that was 
engaged in the ruthless task of modemizing.35 In addition, this gesture 
could pass for proof of scientific creativity as scientists since Kant have 
had to 'construct their own object'. Human actors were reduced to 
mere informants simply answering the questions of the sociologist qua 
judge, thus suf~sedly producing a discipline as scientific as chemis
try or physics. Without this strong obligation to play the legislating 
role, sociologists would not have limited the first obvious source of 
uncertainty, cutting all the links with the explicit and reflexive labor of 
the actors' own methods. Anthropologists, who had to deal with pre
modems and were not requested as much to imitate natural sciences, 
were more fortunate and allowed their actors to deploy a much 
richer world. In many ways, ANT is simply an attempt to allow the 
members of contemporary society to have as much leeway in defining 
themselves as that offered by ethnographers. If, as I claim, 'we have 
never been modem', sociology could finally become as good as 
anthropology. 37 

I believe that with the extremely light equipment defined above, we 
are now prepared to profit from the first source of uncertainty. Readers 
can begin mapping the many contradictory ways in which social 
aggregates are constantly evoked, erased, distributed, and reallocated. 
For scientific, political, and even moral reasons, it is crucial that 
enquirers do not in advance, and in place of the actors, define what 
sorts of building blocks the social world is made of. This lesson is 

35 I am using here the argument made most cleaJly In Zygmunt Bauman (1992), 
Intimations of Postmodemlty, who differentiates between 'legislators' and 'Interpreters'. 
Tarde Is Interesting precisely because he escaped, as did Garfinkel later, from the legis
lating role. 

36 The epistemology of the social sciences has been obsessed with this theme of the 
right of the observer to define the type of entities one had to deal with, this theme itself 
being a strange philosophy of science borrowed, In the French case at least, from Gaston 
Bachelard's Interpretation of physics. See Pierre Bourdleu, jean-aaude Chamboredon 
and jean-Claude Passeron (1991), Cra(to(Sodology: Epistemologtcol Preliminaries, which Is 
almost exclusively built on Bachelard's philosophy of science. It's clear that any change 
in the conception of science wlll modify the claims and duties of the social science. 

37 Although I have written on this question of mod~mlsm-how to define it, how to 
study It, and how to overcome It In Bruno Latour (1993), We Havt Never Been Modem-l 
have left It aside here to concentrate Instead on the social theory that an alternative to 
modernism would require-the other requirement being a parallel change In the con
ception of nature, as I have shown In Latour, PoUtks of Nature. 
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negative, to be sure, but it's a powerful way to reverse the political urge 
that itches so many critical sociologists. It might be time to put Marx's 
famous quote back on its feet: 'Social scientists have trans(onned the 
world in various ways; the point, however, is to interpret it.' But to 
interpret, we need to abandon the strange idea that all languages are 
translatable in the already established idiom of the social. Such a 
preparatory training is important since, as we will see in the next 
chapter, social aggregates might not be made of human ties. 

Second Source of Uncertainty: 
Action Is Overtaken 

I n most situations, we use 'social' to mean that which has already 
been assembled and acts as a whole, without being too picky on the 

precise nature of what has been gathered, bundled, and packaged 
together. When we say that 'something is social' or 'has a social 
dimension', we mobilize one set of features that, so to speak, march 
in step together, even though it might be composed of radically dif
ferent types of entities. This unproblematic use of the word is fine as 
long as we don't confuse the sentence 'Is social what goes together?', 
with one that says, 'social designates a particular kind of stuff'. With 
the former we simply mean that we are dealing with a routine state of 
affairs whose binding together is the crucial aspect, while the second 
designates a sort of substance whose main feature lies in its differences 
with other types of materials. We imply that some assemblages are 
built out of social stuff instead of physical, biological, or economical 
blocks, much like the houses of the Three Little Pigs were made of 
straw, wood, and stone. To avoid this confusion between the two 
meanings of social, we have to open a second source of uncertainty, 
one dealing this time with the heterogeneous nature of the ingredients 
making up social ties. 

When we act, who else is acting? How many agents are also present? 
How come I never do what I want? Why are we all held by forces that 
are not of our own making? Such is the oldest and most legitimate 
intuition of those sciences, that which has fascinated since the time 
when crowds, masses, statistical means, invisible hands, and uncon
scious drives began to replace the passions and reasons, not to men
tion the angels and demons that had pushed and pulled our humble 
souls up to then. In the previous chapter, we learned to trace social 
connections using the unexpected trails left by the controversies 
about group formation. Social scientists and actors were on par with 
each other and both raised essentially the same type of question: How 
do we know what the social world is made of? We now have to learn 
how to exploit a second source of uncertainty, one that is even more 


