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Politics of 
Architectural Project
• DPRD Cilegon Building

– Criticism for formalism approach 
in architectural design



Anothers Cilegon’s Project

Cultural and 
Symbolic 
Capital

Social Capital

Economic 
Capital

Question to remedy:
How to ‘defend’
architectural quality
in the development
projects among
political pressures?



Doctoral Theses (Ekomadyo, 2009)

Control of Urban Architecture Quality in Pekanbaru

1. Political economic of development influences the urban 
process including its urban architecture

2. Urban architecture quality in Pekanbaru is assessed as 
below average, because the weak of control institution 
of development quality

3. Substantive aspects ( refers to ‘good architecture) are 
not effectively implemented as development requisites

4. Control of urban architecture quality is public domain
decision-making , so it is needed a formal procedures to 
involve stakeholders to control the development

These arguments contribute 
to pass the doctoral 
examination, but…

… still remain question: 
Where is good architecture 
in real political contestation 
in development



Apprenticing di Lampung

school of thought 
in architecture: 

Development!



Socialist Architects and the STS



ANT of Dome Ngelepen: Power Relation in Architecture?



Actor–network theory
• Actor–network theory (ANT) is a theoretical and methodological approach to social theory where everything 

in the social and natural worlds exists in constantly shifting networks of relationships. 
• It posits that nothing exists outside those relationships. All the factors involved in a social situation are on the 

same level, and thus there are no external social forces beyond what and how the network participants 
interact at present. 

• Thus, objects, ideas, processes, and any other relevant factors are seen as just as important in creating social 
situations as humans. ANT holds that social forces do not exist in themselves, and therefore cannot be used to 
explain social phenomena. 

• Instead, strictly empirical analysis should be undertaken to "describe" rather than "explain" social activity. 
• Only after this can one introduce the concept of social forces, and only as an abstract theoretical concept, not 

something which genuinely exists in the world.[1]

• Although it is best known for its controversial insistence on the capacity of nonhumans to act or participate in 
systems or networks or both, ANT is also associated with forceful critiques of conventional and critical 
sociology. 

• Developed by science and technology studies (STS) scholars Michel Callon and Bruno Latour, the 
sociologist John Law, and others, it can more technically be described as a "material-semiotic" method. 

• This means that it maps relations that are simultaneously material (between things) and semiotic (between 
concepts). It assumes that many relations are both material and semiotic

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Actor%E2%80%93network_theory



What is Actor-Network Theory? STS vs Cultural 
Studies
Memperbaiki
modernisme vs
membongkar
modernisme (posmo)



Latour Masterpiece

Great Divide: subject 
and object 

Go out from the 
(Plato’s) cave

and political ecology

Collective and political 
epistemology



ANT approach: Travelling, Unraveling, Mapping



Introduction: 
How to Resume the Task of Tracing Associations

• The 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

• What I 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.

• 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.



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). 

• The etymology of the word ‘social’ is also instructive. 
– The root is seq-, sequi and the first meaning is ‘to follow’. The Latin socius 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.

• This book on how to use ANT 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?



Two school of thoughts: 
sociology of social and sociology of association

• First approach, every activity—law, science, technology, religion, organization, 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.

• 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 essentially of social ties, whereas associations are made of ties 
which are themselves non-social.

• To clarify, I will call the first approach ‘sociology of the social’ and the second ‘sociology 
of associations’ (I wish I could use ‘associology’).



Gabriel Tarde
An alternative precursor for an alternative social theory

• ‘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 society. 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
sociology.’ (Tarde 1999: 58)

• Instead of explaining everything 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—I 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.

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



Durkheim on Sociology

• He formally established the academic discipline of sociology and—with Karl 
Marx and Max Weber —is commonly cited as the principal architect of 
modern social science.

• From his lifetime, much of Durkheim's work would be concerned with how societies 
could maintain their integrity and coherence in modernity, an era in which 
traditional social and religious ties are no longer assumed, and in which new 
social institutions have come into being.

• Durkheim would also be deeply preoccupied with the acceptance of sociology as a 
legitimate science. 

• He refined the positivism originally set forth by Auguste Comte, promoting what 
could be considered as a form of epistemological realism, as well as the use of 
the hypothetico-deductive model in social science. 

• For Durkheim, sociology was the science of institutions, understanding the term in 
its broader meaning as the "beliefs and modes of behavior instituted by the 
collectivity," with its aim being to discover structural social facts. 

• As such, Durkheim was a major proponent of structural functionalism, a 
foundational perspective in both sociology and anthropology. 

• In his view, social science should be purely holistic, in that sociology should study 
phenomena attributed to society at large, rather than being limited to the specific 
actions of individuals.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wik
i/%C3%89mile_Durkheim



Politics of Nature: Politics for Latour

Politic:
a) in its usual meaning, the term designates the

struggle and compromises between interests and
human passions, in a realm separate from the
preoccupations of nonhumans; in this sense, I use
the expression “politics of the Cave*”;

b) in the proper sense, the term designates the
progressive composition of the common world*
and all the competencies exercised by the
collective;

c) in the limited sense, I use the term to designate just
one of the five skills necessary to the Constitution,
the one that allows faithful representation by the
activation— always to be repeated—of the relation
between one and all.

Latour, B. (2004). Politics of Nature: How to Bring the Sciences into Democracy. 
Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts



ANT duties

• This book on how to use ANT 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:

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

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

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



To the doctoral
students I had the
good fortune of
accompanying through
some of their travails

Sumber-sumber
kerumitan sosial

Menelusuri, 
mengurai, dan
memetakan
kerumitan sosial



Introduction: ontology of social

• Like all sciences, sociology begins in wonder 
– Faithful to relativist principles, instead of dividing the social domain as most textbooks of sociology 

usually do into a list of actors, methods, and domains already taken as members of the social realm, I 
have organized the first part of this work by types of controversies about what this universe is made of. 

• I think it is possible to build upon the major intuitions of the social sciences by examining five 
major uncertainties:

1. the nature of groups: there exist many contradictory ways for actors to be given an identity;
2. the nature of actions: in each course of action a great variety of agents seem to barge in and 

displace the original goals;
3. the nature of objects: the type of agencies participating in interaction seems to remain wide 

open;
4. the nature of facts: the links of natural sciences with the rest of society seems to be the 

source of continuous disputes;
5. 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.



First source of Uncertainty: 
There Are No Groups Only Group Formation

• Where 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. It 

never stops.

• Relating to one group or another is an on-going process made up of uncertain, fragile, 
controversial, and ever-shifting ties. 

• Is this not odd? If 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.

• 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 starting point.



A list of traces left by the formation of groups

• 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.

• 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

• Third, when groups are formed or redistributed, their spokesperson looks rather 
frantically for ways to de-fine them.

• 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: sociology of social and sociology of association



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 remade, 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.



Mediators vs. intermediaries (1)

• 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 
‘reproduced’.

– For them, ‘social forces’ are always already present in the background so that the precise means to 
achieve their presence matters 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 restoration but a movement in need of continuation.

• 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 mediators. 
At the beginning, the bifurcation seems small, but it will later on lead us into different 
territories.



Mediators vs. intermediaries (2)
• An intermediary, 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. 

– Mediators transform, translate, distort, and modify the meaning or the elements they are 
supposed to carry. 

• 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 ‘constructed’ through many means and expressed through 
many tools. 

– As a matter of fact, when seeing what most sociologists call ‘construction’, one is not sure they have 
ever built anything as simple as a shack, not to mention a ‘society’ 

• 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.



Second Source of Uncertainty:
Action is overtaken

• 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?



An actor is what is made to act by many others

• An ‘actor’ in the hyphenated expression actor-network is not the source 
of an action but the moving target of a vast array of entities swarming 
toward it. 

• To retrieve its multiplicity, the simplest solution is to reactivate the 
metaphors implied in the word actor that I have used so far as an 
unproblematic placeholder.

• Action is borrowed, distributed, suggested, influenced, dominated, 
betrayed, translated.



A list to map out controversies over agency

1. First, agencies are always presented in an account as doing something, that is, 
making some difference to a state of affairs, transforming some As into Bs through 
trials with Cs.

2. Second, if agency is one thing, its figuration is another ‘Figuration’ is one of those 
technical terms I need to introduce to break the knee-jerk reactions of ‘social 
explanation’ because it is essential to grasp that there exist many more figures 
than anthropomorphic Ones

3. Third, actors also engage in criticizing other agencies accused of being fake, 
archaic, absurd, irrational, artificial, or illusory

4. Fourth, actors are also able to propose their own theories of action to explain how 
agencies’ effects are carried over.



How to make someone do something

• In most theories of action, there is no such dislocation because the 
second term is predicted by the first: ‘Give me the cause and I will have 
the effect.’

• But this is not the case when the two terms are taken as mediators. 
• For intermediaries, there is no mystery since inputs predict outputs fairly 

well: nothing will be present in the effect that has not been in the cause.
• For mediators, the situation is different: causes do not allow effects to 

be deduced as they are simply offering occasions, circumstances, and 
precedents.



Third Source of Uncertainty:
Objects too Have Agency

• If sociology has been marked from the start by the discovery that action was 
overtaken by other agencies, it has been spurred even more forcefully by the 
ethical, political, and empirical discovery that there exist hierarchies, asymmetries, 
and inequalities

• Once again, we don’t want to confuse the cause and the effect, the explanandum
with the explanans.

• This is why it’s so important to maintain that power, like society, is the final result 
of a process and not a reservoir, a stock, or a capital that will automatically 
provide an explanation. 

• Power and domination have to be produced, made up, composed.
• Asymmetries exist, yes, but where do they come from and what are they made 

out of?



The type of actors at work should be increased

• So far, I have insisted mostly on the difference between ‘social’ as in ‘social ties’ 
and ‘social’ as in ‘associations’—bearing in mind that the second meaning is closer 
to the original etymology. 

• I have argued that most often in social sciences, ‘social’ designates a type of link: 
it’s taken as the name of a specific domain, a sort of material like straw, mud, 
string, wood, or steel. 

• In principle, you could walk into some imaginary supermarket and point at a shelf 
full of ‘social ties’, whereas other aisles would be stocked with ‘material’, 
‘biological’, ‘psychological’, and ‘economical’ connections. 

• For ANT, as we now understand, the definition of the term is different: it doesn’t 
designate a domain of reality or some particular item, but rather is the name of a 
movement, a displacement, a transformation, a translation, an enrollment.



Shirley Strum’s baboons

• To understand the link between the basic social skills and the notion of 
society, a detour through the study of apes and monkeys is required. 

• In recalling the first meeting on baboon studies that she organized in 
1978 in a castle near New York City, Shirley Strum (1987: 157–58) wrote:

– Still, I knew my work painted a picture of baboon societies that others would 
find difficult to accept. 

– My shocking discovery was that males had no dominance hierarchy; that 
baboons possessed social strategies; that finesse triumphed over force; that 
social skill and social reciprocity took precedence over aggression.



Making objects participants in the course of action

• As soon as you believe social aggregates can hold their own being propped up by 
‘social forces’, then objects vanish from view and the magical and tautological 
force of society is enough to hold every thing with, literally, no thing. This is of 
course the reason why ANT first attracted attention.

• Social action is not only taken over by aliens, it is also shifted or delegated to 
different types of actors which are able to transport the action further through 
other modes of action, other types of forces Altogether 

• If action is limited a priori to what ‘intentional’, ‘meaningful’ humans do, it is hard 
to see how a hammer, a basket, a door closer, a cat, a rug, a mug, a list, or a tag 
could act.

• This, of course, does not mean that these participants ‘determine’ the action, that 
baskets ‘cause’ the fetching of provisions or that hammers ‘impose’ the hitting of 
the nail.



Collective Human and Non Human (Latour 1999)





Objects help trace social connections only intermittently
• Reasonable but absurd, once you realize that any human course of action might weave 

together in a matter of minutes, for instance, a shouted order to lay a brick, the chemical 
connection of cement with water, the force of a pulley unto a rope with a movement of the 
hand, the strike of a match to light a cigarette offered by a co-worker, etc. 

• Here, the apparently reasonable division between material and social becomes just what is 
obfuscating any enquiry on how a collective action is possible.

• To get the right feel for ANT, it’s important to notice that this has nothing to do with a 
‘reconciliation’ of the famous object/subject dichotomy.

• This interest for the object has nothing to do with a privilege given to ‘objective’ matter in 
opposition to ‘subjective’ language, symbols, values, or feelings. 

• ‘Matter’, we will soon realize, is a highly politicized interpretation of causality



A list of situations where 
an object’s activity is made easily visible
• The first solution is to study innovations in the artisan’s workshop, the engineer’s design 

department, the scientist’s laboratory, the marketer’s trial panels, the user’s home, and the 
many socio-technical controversies. In these sites objects live a clearly multiple and complex 
life through meetings, plans, sketches, regulations, and trials. Here, they appear fully mixed 
with other more traditional social agencies.

• Second, even the most routine, traditional, and silent implements stop being taken for 
granted when they are approached by users rendered ignorant and clumsy by distance—
distance in time as in archaeology, distance in space as in ethnology, distance in skills as in 
learning.

• The third type of occasion is that offered by accidents, breakdowns, and strikes: all of a 
sudden, completely silent intermediaries become full-blown mediators; even objects, which a 
minute before appeared fully automatic, autonomous, and devoid of human agents, are now 
made of crowds of frantically moving humans with heavy equipment.

• Fourth, when objects have receded into the background for good, it is always possible—but 
more difficult—to bring them back to light by using archives, documents, memoirs, museum 
collections, etc., to artificially produce, through historians’ accounts, the state of crisis in 
which machines, devices, and implements were born.





Who has been forgetting power relations?

• When we define the quality control of ANT accounts, we have to be very 
scrupulous in checking whether power and domination are explained by 
the multiplicity of objects given a central role and transported by vehicles 
which should be empirically visible—and we will not be content to have 
power and domination themselves be the mysterious container that 
holds inside of it that which makes the many participants in the action 
move.





Fourth Source of Uncertainty:
Matters of Fact vs. Matters of Concern

• Groups are made, agencies are explored, and objects play a role.
– Such are the three first sources of uncertainty we rely on if we want to follow the social 

fluid through its ever-changing and provisional shapes.

• A fourth source of uncertainty has to be accepted, and this one will lead us to the 
trickiest points of the sociology of associations as well as to its birthplace.

• After having doubted the ‘socio’ in the word socio-logy, we now have to doubt its 
‘logy’. Once this double revision is completed, we might finally be able to use the 
word positively again and without too many qualms.



Constructivism vs. social constructivism

• All started quite badly with the unfortunate use of the expression ‘social construction of 
scientific facts’. 

– We now understand why the word ‘social’ could entail so much misunderstanding; it confused two 
entirely different meanings: a kind of stuff and a movement for assembling non-social entities. 

– It has renewed the meaning of all the words making up this innocent little expression: what is a fact, 
what is a science, what is a construction, and what is social.

• Usually, the great advantage of visiting construction sites is that they offer an ideal vantage 
point to witness the connections between humans and non-humans. 

– Once visitors have their feet deep in the mud, they are easily struck by the spectacle of all the 
participants working hard at the time of their most radical metamorphosis

• So, using the word ‘construction’ seemed at first ideal to describe a more realistic version of 
what it is for anything to stand. 

• And indeed, in all domains, to say that something is constructed has always been associated 
with an appreciation of its robustness, quality, style, durability, worth, etc.



Translation vs. transportation
• We have now reached the very birthplace of what has been called ‘actor-network-theory’ or, 

more accurately, ‘sociology of translation’— unfortunately the label never held in English
– For instance, fishermen, oceanographers, satellites, and scallops might have some relations with one 

another, relations of such a sort that they make others do unexpected things—this is the definition of a 
mediator, as we have now seen several times. Scallops make the  fisherman do things just as nets placed in 
the ocean lure the scallops into attaching themselves to the nets and just as data collectors bring together 
fishermen and scallops in oceanography

• As I have said in the introduction, to use the word social for such a process is legitimated by the 
oldest etymology of the word socius: ‘someone following someone else’, a ‘follower’, an 
‘associate’. 

• To designate this thing which is neither one actor among many nor a force behind all the actors 
transported through some of them but a connection that transports, so to speak, 
transformations, we use the word translation—the tricky word ‘network’ being defined in the 
next chapter as what is traced by those translations in the scholars’ accounts.

• So, the word ‘translation’ now takes on a somewhat specialized meaning: a relation that does 
not transport causality but induces two mediators into coexisting.





A list to help deploy matters of concern

• First, the great advantage of following scientific facts is that as the name indicates they are 
fabricated, they exist in many different shapes and at very different stages of completion.

• Second, those sites are no longer limited to laboratories. This is the great virtue of 
contemporary science and technology. It has extended itself so much, in so many settings, in 
ever closer intimacy with daily life and ordinary concerns, that it is hard to follow a course of 
action anywhere in industrial societies without bumping into one of their outcomes.

• Third, experiments and the controversies they generate provide a sort of continuous site to 
check what metaphysics and ontology could mean practically for scientists at work. The very 
organization of science— through grant application, large scale experiments, congresses, 
publications, controversies, consensus conferences—offers to the analyst a continuous source 
of information on how to raise the question of ontology.

• Fourth, without any help from sociologists of science, the very difference between matters of 
fact and matters of concern has been made publicly visible by the growing intensity of 
controversies over ‘natural things’.



Fifth Source of Uncertainty:
Writing Down Risky Accounts

• Unfortunately, I have not found a way to speed things up: this type of science for that type of 
social should be as slow as the multiplicity of objections and objects it has to register in its 
path; it should be as costly as it is necessary to establish connections among the many 
mediators it finds swarming at every step; and it should be as reflexive, articulated, and 
idiosyncratic as the actors cooperating in its elaboration. 

• It has to be able to register differences, to absorb multiplicity, to be remade for each new case 
at hand.

• But I confess the difficulty: Is it not counterproductive in the end to abandon the convenient 
shorthand of social explanations, to split hairs indefinitely about what is or is not a group, to 
trick intermediaries into behaving as mediators, to register the queerest idiosyncrasies

• of the humblest actors, to set up long lists of objects participating in action, and to drop the 
background made of solid matters of fact for the foreground of shifty matters of concern?

• This is not a sociology any more but a slowciology!



We write texts, 
we don’t look through some window pane
• If we want to have a chance to mop up all the controversies already mentioned, we have to 

add a fifth and last source of uncertainty, namely one about the study itself. 
• The idea is simply to bring into the foreground the very making of reports.

– What do we do when we trace social connections? Are we not, in effect, writing down accounts?
– What is an account? It is typically a text, a small ream of paper a few millimeters thick that is darkened 

by a laser beam

• We start in the middle of things, in medias res, pressed by our colleagues, pushed by 
fellowships, starved for money, strangled by deadlines. And most of the things we have been 
studying, we have ignored or misunderstood. Action had already started; it will continue 
when we will no longer be around.

• While there exists no material continuity between the society of the sociologist and any 
textual account—hence the wringing of hands about method, truth, and political relevance—
there might exist a plausible continuity between what the social, in our sense of the word, 
does and what a text may achieve—a good text, that is.



Defining at last what a network is

• But what is a good text? We are not concerned here by good style because no 
matter how well we learn to write, we will always remain, alas, mere social 
scientists and we will never be able to do more than emulate from far away the 
skills of writers, poets, playwrights, and novelists.

• I mean by this word a string of actions where each participant is treated as a full-
blown mediator. 

• To put it very simply: A good ANT account is a narrative or a description or a 
proposition where all the actors do something and don’t just sit there.

• A good text elicits networks of actors when it allows the writer to trace a set of 
relations defined as so many translations.



A terminological precision about network

• One is of course the technical networks - electricity, trains, sewages, internet, and so on. The 
second one is used, in sociology of organization, to introduce a difference between 
organizations, markets, and states (Boyer 2004). 

• In this case, network represents one informal way of associating together human agents 
(Granovetter 1985). 

• When (Castells 2000) uses the term, the two meanings merge since network becomes a 
privileged mode of organization thanks to the very extension of information technology. It’s 
also in this sense that Boltanski and Chiapello (2005) take it to define a new trend in the 
capitalist mode of production.

• But the other tradition, to which we have always referred, is that of Diderot especially in his 
Le reˆve de d’Alembert (1769), which includes twenty-seven instances of the word re´seaux. 
This is where you can find a very special brand of active and distributed materialism of which 
Deleuze, through Bergson, is the most recent Representative

• It’s clear from this quote that re´seau has nothing to do with the social as normally construed, 
nor is it limited to human ties. 

• But it’s certainly close to Tarde’s definition of ‘society’ and ‘imitative rays’ (Karsenti 2002).



Deployment not critique

• To add in a messy way to a messy account of a messy world does not 
seem like a very grandiose activity. And what is so wrong with ‘mere 
descriptions’?

• A good text is never an unmediated portrait of what it describes—nor for 
that matter is a portrait 

• However, we worry that by sticking to description there may be 
something missing, since we have not ‘added to it’ something else that is 
often call an ‘explanation’.

• If a description remains in need of an explanation, it means that it is a 
bad description.



Introduction to Part II: 
Why is it so Difficult to Trace the Social?

• It should be the simplest thing in the world. We are
all bound by social interactions; we all live in a
society; and we are all cultural animals.

– Why do these ties remain so elusive?

• How to Keep the Social Flat?
I will proceed in three steps:
1. we will first relocate the global so as to break down the

automatism that leads from interaction to ‘Context’;
2. we will then redistribute the local so as to understand

why interaction is such an abstraction; and
3. finally, we will connect the sites revealed by the two

former moves, highlighting the various vehicles that
make up the definition of the social understood as
association



First Move: Localizing the Global

• The first corrective move looks simple enough: we have to lay continuous 
connections leading from one local interaction to the other places, times, and 
agencies through which a local site is made to do something. 

• This means that we have to follow the path indicated by the process of delegation 
or translation explained in Part I. 

• As we have also learned in the preceding pages, this deployment might take the 
shape of a network on the condition that every transport be paid in 
transformations, that is, if we make sure to pave the whole way from one site to 
the next not with intermediaries but with full-blown mediators. 

• If we do this, we will render visible the long chains of actors linking sites to one 
another without missing a single step. 



From Panopticon to Oligopticon

• Myopic ANT scholars have a great advantage over sharp-sighted all encompassing overseers.
• And sure enough, as soon as the local sites that manufacture global structures are underlined, 

it is the entire topography of the social world that is being modified. 
• Macro no longer describes a wider or a larger site in which the micro would be embedded like 

some Russian Matryoshka doll, but another equally local, equally micro place, which is 
connected to many others through some medium transporting specific types of traces.

• Having reached this point, don’t try to be intelligent, don’t jump, don’t switch vehicles: if you 
do so, you’ll miss the embranchment and fail to trace the new landscape. Just follow the trails 
myopically. 

• Ant you have accepted to be, ANT you will remain!
• An actor-network is traced whenever, in the course of a study, the decision is made to replace 

actors of whatever size by local and connected sites instead of ranking them into micro and 
macro.





Panoramas

• The problem is that social scientists use scale as one of the many variables they need to set up 
before doing the study, whereas scale is what actors achieve by scaling, spacing, and 
contextualizing each other through the transportation in some specific vehicles of some 
specific Traces.

• The reason is that we tend to think of scale— macro, meso, micro—as a well-ordered zoom In 
effect, the Big Picture is just that: a picture. 

– And then the question can be raised: in which movie theatre, in which exhibit gallery is it shown? 
Through which optics is it projected? To which audience is it addressed? I propose to call panoramas 
the new clamps by asking obsessively such questions. 

• Contrary to oligoptica, panoramas, as etymology suggests, see everything. But they also see 
nothing since they simply show an image painted (or projected) on the tiny wall of a room 
fully closed to the outside.



Second Move: Redistributing the Local

• I proposed to trudge toward the many local places where the global, the structural, and the 
total were being assembled and where they expand outward thanks to the laying down of 
specific cables and conduits.

• From time to time, contexts are gathered, summed up, and staged inside specific rooms into 
coherent panoramas adding their many contradictory structuring effects to the sites to be 
‘contextualized’ and ‘structured’

• An actor-network is traced whenever, in the course of a study, the decision is made to replace 
actors of whatever size by local and connected sites instead of ranking them into micro and 
macro.



Articulators and localizers

• To say that every local interaction is ‘shaped’ by many elements already in place, doesn’t tell 
us anything about the origin of those elements.

• The meandering path through which most of the ingredients of action reach any given 
interaction is traced by the multiplication, enrollment, implication, and folding of non-
human actors.

• In effect, what has been designated by the term ‘local interaction’ is the assemblage of all the 
other local interactions distributed elsewhere in time and space, which have been brought to 
bear on the scene through the relays of various non-human actors. 

• It is the transported presence of places into other ones that I call articulators or localizers.



The implausible locus of face-to-face interactions

• First, no interaction is what could be called isotopic. What is acting at the same moment in any place is 
coming from many other places, many distant materials, and many faraway actors.

• Second, no interaction is synchronic. The desk might be made of a tree seeded in the 1950s that was felled 
two years ago; the cloth of the teacher’s dress was woven five years ago, while the firing of neurons in her 
head might be a millisecond old and the area of the brain devoted to speech has been around for a good 
hundred thousands years (or maybe less, this is, hotly disputed question among paleontologists).

• Third, interactions are not synoptic. Very few of the participants in a given course of action are 
simultaneously visible at any given point. The lecturer might believe she is center stage, but that does not 
mean that many others are not acting as well, only that there is no way to sum them up.

• Fourth, interactions are not homogeneous. We have already understood this point earlier, since the relays 
through which action is carried out do not have the same material quality all along.

• Fifth, interactions are not isobaric, if I am allowed to borrow a metaphor from the lines of equal pressures 
that we read in weather maps when looking for depressions or anticyclones. Some of the participants are 
pressing very strongly, requesting to be heard and taken into account, while others are fully routine customs 
sunk rather mysteriously into bodily habits.



Plug-ins

• Especially important is that which allows actors to interpret the setting in which 
they are located.

• They could be called subjectifiers, personnalizers, or individualisers, but I prefer 
the more neutral term of plug-ins, borrowing this marvelous metaphor from our 
new life on the Web.

• Some plug-ins are fairly easy to trace. 
– For instance, there are all of those official and legal papers which designate ‘you’ as 

being someone. A supermarket, for instance, has preformatted you to be a consumer, 
but only a generic one. To transform yourself into an active and understanding 
consumer, you also need to be equipped with anability to calculate and to choose.



Marcel Mauss defines ‘habitus’ 
and traces just the same social as Tarde:

• Hence, I have had this notion of the social nature of the habitus  
for many years. Please note that I use the Latin word—it should 
be understood in France—habitus. 

• The word translates infinitely better than habitude (habit or 
custom), the exis, the ‘acquired ability’ and ‘faculty’ of Aristotle 
(who was a psychologist). It does not designate those 
metaphysical habitudes, that mysterious ‘memory’, the subjects 
of volumes or short and famous theses. 

• These ‘habits’ do not vary just with individuals and their 
imitations; they vary especially between societies, educations, 
proprieties and fashions, prestiges. 

• In them we should see the techniques and work of collective and 
individual practical reason rather than, in the ordinary way, 
merely the soul and its repetitive faculties.



From actors to attachments

• The difficulty in following these types of ‘subject-carrying’ or psycho-morph mediators is that 
since they come from the ‘outside’, they seem to transport the same sort of constraints as the 
one imagined by sociologists of the social for their definition of society.

• The gravest consequence of the notion of context was that it forced us to stick to double-
entry accounting so that whatever came from the outside was deducted from the total sum of 
action allotted to the agents ‘inside’. With that type of balance sheet, the more threads you 
added in order to make you act from the outside, the less you yourself acted: the conclusion 
of this accounting procedure was inescapable.

• It was impossible before to connect an actor to what made it act, without being accused of 
‘dominating’,‘limiting’, or ‘enslaving’ it. 

• This is no longer the case. The more attachments it has, the more it exists. And the more 
mediators there are the better.



Third Move: Connecting Sites (1)

• Is not the ‘Tortoise and the Hare’ fable rather like that of the ‘Ant and the Hare’ story? One 
character jumps, runs, leaps, slumbers, wakes up, and summersaults, so sure he is of winning 
the race and snatching the prize.

• Now is the time for the Ant to fetch its prize. What happens when we practice the two 
gestures—localizing the global and distributing the local—together?

• Every time a connection has to be established, a new conduit has to be laid down and some 
new type of entity has to be transported through it.

• Quite the contrary, they have been given enough space to deploy their own contradictory 
gerunds: scaling, zooming, embedding, ‘panorama’, individualizing, and so on. 

• The metaphor of a flatland was simply a way for the ANT observers to clearly distinguish their 
job from the labor of those they follow around.



Third Move: Connecting Sites (2)

Three new questions may now be tackled in our discussion. 

1. The first is to detect the type of connectors that make possible the transportation 
of agencies over great distance and to understand why they are so efficient at 
formatting the social. 

2. The second is to ask what is the nature of the agencies thus transported and to 
give a more precise meaning to the notion of mediator that I have been using. 

3. Finally, if this argument about connections and connectors is right, it should be 
possible to come to grips with a logical consequence that readers must have 
already puzzled about: What lies in between these connections?



From standards to collecting statements

• As soon as we concentrate on what circulates from site to site, the first type of entities to
snap into focus are forms. Usually, form is taken not in a material but in a formal sense.

• Such a displacement from ideal to material can be extended to information.
• To provide a piece of information is the action of putting something into a form. But now the

word takes a very mundane, practical meaning; it can be a paper slip, a document, a report,
an account, a map, whatever succeeds in practicing the incredible feat of transporting a site
into another one without deformation through massive transformations.

• Once again, scientific activity offers many privileged cases of transportation through
transformations: from the humble and smelly tasks of the taxidermy of rare animal specimens
to the most elevated, but just as practical, writing of equations, through the building of a
statistical apparatus or the even humbler task of paper clippings and file making of all hues
and colors.

• Whatever the medium, a material description of formalism is now possible which takes very
seriously the connecting ability of forms—conceived as physically as possible—while
shedding the idea that formalisms could themselves be formally described.







Standards in ANT

• Once again, even if it has become somewhat irritating, the only viable slogan is to 
‘follow the actors themselves’; yes, one must follow them when they multiply 
entities and again when they rarefy entities.

• We now must learn to pay respect to the formalizers, pigeonholers, categorizers, 
and number crunchers just as we had to learn earlier to reject them for 
interrupting too early the task of association and Composition

• If the social sciences per-form the social, then those forms have to be followed 
with just as much care as the controversies.

• In following the stabilization of controversies, we are greatly helped if we bring to 
the foreground the crucial notion of standards. 

• We can say that the sociology of the social circulates in the same way as physical 
standards do or, better yet, that social sciences are part of metrology. 

• Before science studies and especially ANT, standardization and metrology were 
sort of dusty, overlooked, specialized, narrow little fields.



Collective Statements

• As soon as we become good at tracing it, we can use this topography to 
tackle other conduits that are not materialized continuously by some 
state apparatus but whose movements have nonetheless the same 
effect. 

• Collecting statements play exactly the same role, on condition that we 
don’t see them as simply ‘representing’ or ‘distorting’ existing social 
forces

• Collecting statements not only traces new connections but also offers 
new highly elaborated theories of what it is to connect

• Without collecting statements, how could the collective be collected?



Mediators at last

• Now that we understand how to navigate our way through the flattened landscape and how to pay our 
respects to the formatting power of the sociology of the social, the next step is as difficult as it is logical.

• By localizing the circulation, production, formatting, and metrology of the social inside tiny, expansive, and 
expensive conduits, we have already opened a space in which other types of entities may begin to circulate.

• We should not state that ‘when faced with an object, ignore its content and look for the social aspects
surrounding it’. Rather, one should say that ‘when faced with an object, attend first to the
associations out of which it’s made and only later look at how it has renewed the
repertoire of social ties’.

• Is it not obvious that it makes no empirical sense to refuse to meet the agencies that make people do things? 
Why not take seriously what members are obstinately saying? Why not follow the direction indicated by their 
finger when they designate what ‘makes them act’? 

• A (surely fake) Chinese proverb says that ‘When the wise man shows the moon, the moron looks at the 
finger’.

• Through some inversion of Plato’s allegory of the Cave, all the objects people have learned to cherish have 
been replaced by puppets projecting social shadows which are supposed to be the only ‘true reality’ that is 
‘behind’ the appreciation of the work of art



Conclusion: From Society to Collective

The alternative I have proposed in this book is so simple that it can be summarized in one short list: 

• the question of the social emerges when the ties in which one is entangled begin to unravel; 
• the social is further detected through the surprising movements from one association to 

the next; 
• those movements can either be suspended or resumed; 
• When they are prematurely suspended, the social as normally construed is bound together 

with already accepted participants called ‘social actors who are members of a ‘society’; 
• when the movement toward collection is resumed, it traces the social as associations through 

many non-social entities which might become participants later; 

• If pursued systematically, this tracking may end up in a shared definition of a common 
world, what I have called a collective;

• but if there are no procedures to render it common, it may fail to be assembled; 

• and, lastly, sociology is best defined as the discipline where participants explicitly 
engage in the reassembling of the collective.



Exercising ANT as design approach and theoretical reflection

ANT as design strategies and reflection ANT as theoretically design reflection
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