latour we have never been modern

latour we have never been modern is a seminal work by the French philosopher
and sociologist Bruno Latour that challenges conventional understandings of
modernity. This influential book critiques the traditional separation between
nature and society, arguing that modernity is a constructed myth rather than
an objective reality. Latour's profound analysis has reshaped debates in
science and technology studies, sociology, and philosophy by introducing a
novel framework for analyzing the relationships between humans and nonhumans.
This article provides a comprehensive exploration of "Latour We Have Never
Been Modern," unpacking its central themes, theoretical contributions, and
lasting impact on contemporary thought. The discussion begins with an
overview of the book’s main arguments, followed by an examination of Latour’s
concept of the modern constitution, before exploring the implications for
science and society. Finally, the article addresses critiques and the
continuing relevance of Latour’s work in academic and practical contexts.
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Understanding "Latour We Have Never Been
Modern"

"Latour We Have Never Been Modern" is a groundbreaking text that dissects the
foundational myths of modern society. Latour argues that the traditional
dichotomy between nature and culture, or society, 1is a false division that
fails to capture the complexity of the real world. Instead of seeing
modernity as a clear break from pre-modern times characterized by a strict
separation of these domains, Latour suggests that hybrids of nature and
society have always existed. The book challenges the linear narrative of
progress and emphasizes the entanglement of scientific knowledge,
technological artifacts, and social practices.

Latour’s critique extends to the concept of modernization itself, questioning
the assumption that society has evolved toward greater rationality and
objectivity. By deconstructing these assumptions, the book invites readers to
reconsider how knowledge is produced and how facts are constructed through
networks of actors and agencies.

The Modern Constitution: Nature and Society

Central to Latour’s thesis is the idea of the "modern constitution," a
conceptual framework that underpins modern thought. This constitution
establishes a fundamental separation between nature and society, which Latour



claims is a defining characteristic of modernity. He explains that this
division creates two distinct realms: one governed by natural laws and the
other by social conventions and human agency.

Defining the Modern Constitution

The modern constitution is composed of two key principles: purification and
mediation. Purification refers to the process of keeping nature and society
separate, while mediation involves the creation of hybrids that blur these
boundaries but are often ignored or marginalized in modern discourse. Latour
argues that despite the prevalence of hybrids in everyday life, modernity
insists on maintaining the purity of these domains in theory.

Hybrids and the Myth of Separation

Hybrids are entities that combine elements of both nature and society, such
as technological devices, scientific instruments, and environmental phenomena
influenced by human activity. Latour emphasizes that recognizing these
hybrids reveals the artificiality of the modern constitution. This insight
has profound implications for how knowledge and reality are constructed.

Implications for Science and Technology Studies

Latour’s work has been particularly influential in the field of science and
technology studies (STS), where it has inspired new approaches to
understanding scientific knowledge and technological development. By
rejecting the strict division between facts and values, Latour opens up a
space for analyzing science as a social process intertwined with material and
cultural elements.

Actor—-Network Theory

One of the key methodological contributions related to "Latour We Have Never
Been Modern" is Actor-Network Theory (ANT). ANT conceptualizes scientific and
technological phenomena as networks composed of both human and nonhuman
actors. This approach highlights the agency of objects and technologies in
shaping outcomes and challenges traditional sociological perspectives that
focus solely on human actors.

Redefining Objectivity and Knowledge Production

Latour’s critique calls for a redefinition of objectivity, moving away from
the idea of detached, neutral observation toward an understanding of
knowledge as the product of complex interactions. This perspective
underscores the importance of examining the processes and networks through
which scientific facts are stabilized and accepted.

Key Contributions of Latour’s Framework

e Bridging the gap between nature and society in analysis
e Highlighting the role of nonhuman actors in social networks

e Emphasizing the constructed nature of scientific facts



e Challenging traditional epistemological assumptions

Critiques and Debates Surrounding Latour’s Work

While Latour’s "We Have Never Been Modern" has been widely praised for its
innovative approach, it has also generated significant debate and criticism.
Some scholars argue that Latour's rejection of the nature-society divide
risks relativism and undermines the authority of scientific knowledge. Others
contend that the emphasis on hybrids and networks complicates the ability to
make normative judgments or policy decisions.

Concerns About Relativism

Critics worry that by portraying scientific facts as socially constructed,
Latour opens the door to relativism, where all knowledge claims are seen as
equally valid. This concern highlights the tension between acknowledging
social influences on science and preserving the credibility of empirical
research.

Challenges in Practical Application

Applying Latour’s concepts to policy and governance can be difficult given
the complexity and fluidity of actor-networks. Some argue that his framework
is more descriptive than prescriptive, offering insights but limited guidance
on decision-making processes.

Contemporary Relevance and Legacy

Despite critiques, "Latour We Have Never Been Modern" remains a cornerstone
of contemporary philosophy and social theory. Its influence extends beyond
academia into fields such as environmental studies, anthropology, and science
policy. The book’s emphasis on hybridity and networked agency resonates
strongly in an era increasingly defined by technological integration and
ecological challenges.

Impact on Environmental and Technological Discourses

Latour’s insights have been instrumental in reframing discussions about
climate change, sustainability, and technological innovation. Recognizing the
inseparability of natural and social elements encourages more holistic and
interdisciplinary approaches to these complex issues.

Ongoing Scholarly Engagement

Scholars continue to explore and expand upon Latour’s ideas, adapting his
theories to new contexts and challenges. The ongoing dialogue ensures that
"Latour We Have Never Been Modern" remains a vital reference point for
understanding the dynamics of knowledge, power, and society in the 21st
century.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main thesis of Bruno Latour's 'We Have
Never Been Modern'?

The main thesis of Bruno Latour's 'We Have Never Been Modern' is that the
modern distinction between nature and society is a false separation, and that
in reality, humans and nonhumans are intertwined in networks that defy this
binary.

How does Latour challenge the traditional concept of
modernity in the book?

Latour challenges traditional modernity by arguing that what we consider
'modern'—characterized by a clear divide between nature and society—never
truly existed, as scientific practices and social realities are deeply
entangled.

What role do 'hybrids' or 'quasi-objects' play in 'We
Have Never Been Modern'?

Hybrids or quasi-objects in Latour's work represent entities that blur the
line between nature and culture, illustrating the interconnectedness of
scientific, social, and natural elements, thereby challenging the modernist
separation.

How does 'We Have Never Been Modern' contribute to
science and technology studies (STS)?

The book is foundational in STS as it critically examines how scientific
facts are socially constructed and how scientific knowledge is inseparable
from political and social contexts.

In what ways does Latour propose we rethink politics
and science based on his arguments in the book?

Latour proposes a 'parliament of things' where humans and nonhumans
participate equally in political discourse, suggesting we move beyond
modernist frameworks to address collective issues collaboratively.

Why is 'We Have Never Been Modern' considered
influential in contemporary philosophy and sociology?

'We Have Never Been Modern' is influential because it offers a radical
critique of modernist assumptions, reshaping debates around ontology,
epistemology, and the relationship between humans and the environment.

Additional Resources

1. Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory
Bruno Latour's influential work that develops Actor-Network-Theory (ANT),



offering a new way to understand the complexities of social phenomena. The
book challenges traditional sociological approaches by focusing on the
relationships and networks between human and non-human actors. It provides a
detailed methodology for tracing associations and assembling the social
world.

2. Politics of Nature: How to Bring the Sciences into Democracy

In this book, Latour explores the intersection of science, politics, and
society, arguing for a new democratic framework that incorporates scientific
knowledge. He critiques the modern separation of nature and society and
proposes a "parliament of things" where non-human entities have a voice in
political decision-making. This work extends the themes introduced in "We
Have Never Been Modern."

3. Science in Action: How to Follow Scientists and Engineers Through Society
This book offers an ethnographic study of scientific practice, tracing how
scientific facts are constructed and stabilized within society. Latour
emphasizes the dynamic and contingent nature of scientific knowledge,
challenging the notion of objective science as a finished product. The text
is essential for understanding the sociology of science and technology.

4. On the Modern Cult of the Factish Gods

A shorter, provocative essay by Latour where he critiques the modernist
distinction between facts and fetishes, coining the term "factish" to
describe hybrid entities that blur the boundaries between nature and culture.
This work complements "We Have Never Been Modern" by further questioning the
foundations of modernity and its categorical separations.

5. Aramis, or the Love of Technology

Latour narrates the story of a failed Parisian mass transit project, blending
sociology, history, and technology studies. The book reveals the complex
interplay of social, technical, and political factors that shape
technological innovation and failure. It serves as a case study illustrating
many of Latour’s theoretical insights on technology and society.

6. Laboratory Life: The Construction of Scientific Facts

Co—authored with Steve Woolgar, this ethnographic study of a scientific
laboratory investigates how scientific knowledge is socially constructed. The
book deconstructs the processes and practices behind scientific discovery,
highlighting the role of language, negotiation, and power dynamics. It is
foundational for science and technology studies.

7. Inquiry into Modes of Existence: An Anthropology of the Moderns

Latour embarks on a philosophical and anthropological quest to understand the
different "modes of existence" that constitute modern life. The book
challenges the idea of a single, unified modernity and proposes a pluralistic
approach to understanding how truth and reality are enacted across various
domains. It builds on and revises arguments from "We Have Never Been Modern."

8. Facing Gaia: Eight Lectures on the New Climatic Regime

In this series of lectures, Latour addresses the ecological crisis and the
concept of Gaia as a complex, living system. He critiques traditional
environmentalism and calls for a rethinking of our relationship with the
FEarth in the Anthropocene era. The work is a philosophical reflection on
climate change through the lens of Latour's theories.

9. Michel Serres: Philosophy in the Age of Science
This book examines the work of Michel Serres, a French philosopher whose
ideas influenced Latour. It explores themes such as the integration of



science and philosophy, the nature of communication, and the breakdown of
traditional disciplinary boundaries. The text provides important background
for understanding the intellectual context of Latour’s thought.
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