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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 towards 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 (247).

Reassembling the Social: Key Themes

Introduction

Latour wants us to step beyond ‘social explanations’ because he sees them as carriers of well-worn clichés with no 
relevance to the actors they purport to ‘explain’.  ‘Sociologists of the social’ (as opposed to sociologist of associations) 
take the word social to designate an already assembled bundle of ties or stabilized state of affairs (Latour, 1).  

Instead of taking the social to be something that glues associations together, it asks what is already glued together by 
other types of connectors that would fall outside of a typical sociological account (such as ‘inanimate’ objects, humans, 
plants, and, and, and…).  There are associations that are ‘always already there’ and they need to be traced, thus, Latour’s 
focus on the need to trace associations and design their assemblages—‘re-association and reassembling’ (5, 7).  Actor-
Network theory (ANT) proposes that instead of starting with a social explanation and moving to the fieldwork, one should 
start with the fieldwork and reassemble what is social about it, what its social aggregates are, and what is new about this 
association.  Sounds simple enough?  Well…  

For ANT, as we now understand, the definition of the term [social] 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.  It is an association between entities which are in no way 
recognizable as being social in the ordinary manner, except during the brief moment when they are  
reshuffled together (65).   

Because we’re tracing movements, displacements, transformations, translations, enrollments, and so on, we need to slow 
things down—Latour emphasizes this again and again—in keeping with the repeated claim to relativity, ANT follows a 
similar logic of slowness.  To draw an example from Einstein’s theory of relativity: in order to make-sense of the relativity 
of space-time that results from an object traveling near the absolute speed of light, it is necessary to slow-down the 
observed reality to make sense of the transformations space-time undergoes at 99.999…% of the speed of light.1  Before 
Newton, physicists instead explained the relativity of light by suggesting that it traveled through ether, and was thus, liable 
to be sped or slowed depending on the degree of fluidity or solidity of the ether, and depending on what aspect of reality 
one was looking at.  Like the ether of the classical physicists, Latour accuses the social of being in a similar obscure 
position: “an artifact caused by the same lack of relativity in the description”; the social is like a skeleton key or Rosetta 
stone (102). 

‘To follow the actors themselves’ in defining what the collective existence has become in their hands, is to ‘slow down at 
each step’ and to shy away from quick fixes to complicated meshworks of interaction (ie giving the meshworks a unified 
sort-of glue rather than tracing out the associations that hold the group together) (12, 17).  Latour identifies a crossroads 
in sociology, between the work of Gabriel Tarde and Emile Durkheim, where the ‘sociology of the social’ (Durkheim) came 
to predominate over the ‘sociology of associations’ (Tarde).  According to Latour, we can slowly ‘reassemble’ the 
‘sociology of associations’ in the hope that describing will become more predominant in the face of social scientists who, 
in thinking they are describing society, end up prescribing, or acting as social engineers (14-16).

Part I: How to Deploy Controversies about the Social World: Five Uncertainties

1. ‘Group Formation’!

ANT is an infra-language providing for displacement from one frame to the next, allowing the concepts of the actors to be 
heard louder than those of the analyst (30).  Search for controversies, as they render social connections traceable, and 
they render stabilization efforts traceable as well (30-31).  What are the items always present in controversies about 

1 The Lorentz transformations are the equations used by Einstein to calculate the 
relativity of space and time that become a serious problem for measurement in high-
speed and/or high-gravity situations.  Newton’s Laws cease to make sense when, instead 
of light being relative to absolute space and time, space-time is relative to the absolute 
speed of light.  



groups (and their formation process)?  (1) A group must have a spokesperson,  (2) anti-groups are mapped out,  (3) new 
resources are fetched so as to mark out boundary lines of definition,  (4) experts and professionals (such as the social 
scientist) are attached to the group to prolong its existence (31-34).  

These are all aspects of the performance of group formation: as formation is a process, the actors must be performing 
work on the group in order to prolong its existence (35).  Stability is only the result of many actors’ work, hence, network 
could better be seen as ‘work-net’ (132).  

Rather than look at intermediaries, ANT looks at mediators as the means that produce the group.  An intermediary 
dissolves into the effect of a given cause, having no impact on its transformation or translation (input = output), whereas a 
mediator translates and transforms the causality (input does not = output) as it relays the message—the best example of 
mediators at work is in the game of telephone wherein the starting message is distorted and changed along the chain of 
speakers: output transforms into a different input, a difference is made along the chain.  This uncertainty over whether an 
entity is an intermediary or a mediator is the source of uncertainty for the other uncertainties, for upon the 
mediator/intermediary question rests our ability to locate where differences are made and by what.  

2. Action is Overtaken!

Action is overtaken by other surprising sets of agencies, and to identify this we need to slowly disentangle the node that 
constitutes a given action.  Articulating what this node is composed of, is best understood through the map of 
controversies about agency: (1) ‘agencies are always presented in an account as doing something’, thus, there must be a 
trail of proof left behind that can be traced back; (2) the question of what is doing something is always presented with 
some kind of flesh or figuration to it, and must be read like a narrative or a fable—every aspect of the text (a thought, a 
frog, a fairy a mountain, and so on) is a figuration of a character’s action; (3) similar to group formation, agency will 
continually add and subtract from “the list of agencies endowed with a legitimate role in the world”; (4) actors also have 
their own theories of action that explain how agencies’ effects are carried over (52-58).  It is important that the 4th and the 
2nd of these controversies are not blurred together, for if they are “the enquirer will be tempted to privilege some 
figurations as being ‘more concrete’ and others as ‘more abstract’, thus falling back into the legislative and policing role of 
the sociologist of the social” (58).  

“Recording not filtering out, describing not disciplining…”(55)

“Concreteness does not come from choosing some figuration over some other ones in the place of the actors, but from 
the increase in accounts, of the relative share of mediators over intermediaries” (61).  

3. Objects Have Agency Too!

The slogan has been modified, thus, instead of simply ‘follow the actors’, it is ‘follow the actors in their weaving through 
things they have added to social skills so as to render more durable the constantly shifting interactions’ (68).  What is 
being used to repair the constantly decaying ‘social structure’ and to allow power to last longer and expand further (70)? 
‘How long can a social connection be followed without objects taking the relay’ (78)?  

In order to identify where an object’s activity is made easily visible, we must: (1) seek out innovations, for it is in sites of 
inventiveness where new objects contrast starkly from their background, living a complex and multiple life through 
‘meetings, plans, sketches, regulations, and trials’; (2) look at the distance (in time as in archeology, in space as in 
ethnology, in skills as in learning), for the objects disappear through ‘know-how, habituation and disuse’; (3) look at 
“accidents, breakdowns and strikes” to watch silent intermediaries become “full-blown mediators”, making objects “which 
a minute before appeared fully automatic, autonomous, and devoid of human agents…[into] crowds of frantically moving 
humans with heavy equipment”,  now suddenly populated by official enquiries mapping the social ties that have been laid 
down by the work of technical setups; (4) when an object has totally receded into the background, it is possible to bring 
them back using historical archives; (5) fiction can also bring, through the use of counterfactual history, thought 
experiments and ‘scientification’,  objects out of habitual solidity into fluid states of subject-object-subject-object… 
connections (80-82). 

4.  Matters of Concern!

Latour seeks to free matters of fact from ‘nature’ as much as we need to free actors/objects from their explanation by 
‘society’, as a result, matters of fact are articulated as matters of concern—how is our concern shaping how we talk about 
and account for non-humans/objects, where are we looking and why?  These questions involve translation as opposed to 
transportation, thus, we are constantly translating the effects of non-human mediators into the effects of natural objects 
acting as intermediaries.  In Latour’s account, translation takes over transportation when explaining causality, thus, it 
points to a relation that induces two mediators into coexisting, rather than a relation that transports causality down a chain 
of intermediaries: “there is no society, no social realm, and no social ties, but there exist translations between mediators  
that may generate traceable associations.” (108).  

“It is the thing itself that has been allowed to be deployed as multiple and thus allowed to be grasped through different 
viewpoints, before being possibly unified in some later stage depending on the abilities of the collective to unify them” 
(116).  They key work is to find those sites in which metaphysics (the multiplicity of reality) can be held apart from 
ontology (unified and stabilized) (120).  Latour gives us another list of how to deploy matters of concern in order to find 
sites in which ontology can be seen ‘under construction’ so to speak: (1) scientific facts are fabricated and exist in many 



different shapes and at very different stages of completion, and so, one can find sites where facts have not yet become 
‘matter of facts’, and can therefore be explored as matters of concern under construction by a collectivity; (2) we don’t just 
have to look at laboratories to find the fabrication of facts since technology has extended so deeply into our everyday 
lives, matters of concern are traceable through the very controversies around the infrastructures which support our 
everyday habits; (3) it is easier to identify controversies over the competing claims about matters of concern that fabricate 
ontology in science, because it is organized around the continual demand for objectivity (the clarification of what is being 
revealed by experiment), thus, one can gain a greater respect for the multiple ontologies uncovered through simple 
experiments on minute frames of reality and carry forward this awareness of multiplicity to more complex questions about 
group-formation, assemblage, association and so on; (4) as we have seen through Beck’s work, what constitutes ‘natural 
things’ is becoming more and more contestable, this in-turn allows us to deploy matters of concern in place of matters of 
fact by simply following the arguments and controversies between scientific experts that are being played out in public—
from conflicts over what constitutes a threshold of toxicities in the public swimming pool, to controversies over what the 
ideal level of greenhouse gas emissions is—here lie traces to new associations and their underlying stabilization tactics of 
group-formation (118-119).  

5. Writing Down Risky Accounts! 

Where is the social scientists laboratory?  “[T]he event of the social can be extended all the way to the event of the 
reading through the medium of the text” (133).  The laboratory is in the work of writing itself, it is in the text and the many 
notebooks which build descriptions which move the social scientist towards the end of his/her 50,000 words (148).  Thus, 
sanitization and sterilization of instruments needs to become a priority (although perfect sanitization is impossible), slow 
down and watch your terms, don’t introduce concepts that aren’t of the actors themselves, and so on.  The way to defend 
against this is to draw out rich detail, and to log this detail in four notebooks: (1) a log of the enquiry itself—the only way to 
undergo the transformation one undergoes through traveling through the field-work—marking the date and time at which 
new actors were encountered, when the study was (re)conceived and so on, as a way to “the artificial experiment of going 
into the field, of encountering a new state of affairs, will be quickly lost”; (2) a notebook that gathers information 
chronologically in such a way that information may also be dispatched into categories which may or may not evolve into 
refined files and subfields, make it so that data can both be unspoiled and “re-shuffled in as many arrangements as 
possible”; (3)  imbroglios require continuous sketches and drafts to actually draw out that complexity, thus, rather than just 
writing a report after the fieldwork is done, one must continually be crystallizing out the effortlessly produced clichés, 
generalities, transportable definitions, substitutable accounts, ideal-types, powerful explanations, abstractions, and so on, 
which come spontaneously to the keyboard—in turn, one must also be recording the ideas, tropes, and metaphors that 
come to mind as one is traveling through the field-work (so that they aren’t lost, and so that they don’t mix themselves in 
with what the actors are saying); (4) a notebook “to register the effects of the written account on the actors whose world 
has been either deployed or unified”, asking how your account plays a role in assembling the social, is to negotiate what 
ingredients will make or not make the one common world under assembly (134-135).  

“To deploy actors as networks of mediations” (136).  

A good text should trigger this reaction: “Please, more details, I want more details!”  Thus, in a way, “a good account 
performs the social in such away that some of the participants in the action—through the controversial agency of the 
author—will be assembled in such a way that they can be collected together” (138). 

No one expert has the answers—this is why answers have to be “collectively staged, stabilized and revised” (138).  

“What is the social made up of?  What is acting when we are acting?  What sort of grouping do we pertain to?  What do 
we want?  What sort of world are we ready to share?” (138)
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