bruno latour we have never been modern

bruno latour we have never been modern is a groundbreaking concept introduced by the French
philosopher and sociologist Bruno Latour in his influential 1991 book, *We Have Never Been
Modern*. This work challenges traditional views of modernity and the strict separation between
nature and society. Latour argues that the distinctions that define modernity are artificial and that
the modern world is characterized by complex networks of hybrids that blend science, technology,
culture, and politics. This article explores the core ideas of Latour's thesis, the implications of his
critique on modernity, and the impact of his work on contemporary philosophy and social theory. It
further delves into the key themes such as the critique of the modern constitution, the concept of
hybrids, and the relevance of Latour’s ideas in understanding science and technology in society.

e Understanding Bruno Latour’s Critique of Modernity
e The Modern Constitution and its Limitations

e The Concept of Hybrids in Latour’s Theory

e Implications for Science, Technology, and Society

e Legacy and Influence of We Have Never Been Modern

Understanding Bruno Latour’s Critique of Modernity

Bruno Latour’s work fundamentally challenges the conventional narrative of modernity, which posits
a clear division between nature and society, or between facts and values. In We Have Never Been
Modern, Latour argues that this dichotomy is a myth and that modern societies have always been
entangled with what he calls “hybrids” — entities that simultaneously belong to both nature and
culture. His critique aims to dismantle the idea that modernity is defined by a break with pre-
modern times, emphasizing instead the continuity and complexity of social and scientific practices.

Deconstructing the Modern Project

Latour deconstructs the modern project by examining the assumptions underlying modern science
and political institutions. He suggests that the belief in a pure, objective nature separate from
human influence is untenable. Modernity’s attempt to purify knowledge and separate scientific facts
from social contexts ignores the intertwined realities of human and non-human actors.

The Role of Networks and Actors

Central to Latour’s analysis is the recognition of heterogeneous networks in which both human and
non-human actors participate. These networks challenge the strict boundaries upheld by modern
thought and demonstrate that scientific knowledge is constructed through interactions within these



complex systems.

The Modern Constitution and its Limitations

The “modern constitution” is a key concept in Latour’s critique. It refers to the implicit agreement in
modern societies to separate the realms of nature and society, science and politics, facts and values.
This division is foundational to the identity of modernity but, according to Latour, it fails to reflect
the realities of how the world operates.

Dualism Between Nature and Society

Latour explains that the modern constitution enforces a dualism where nature is seen as objective
and immutable, while society is considered subjective and constructed. This dualism is maintained
by institutions, scientific practices, and political discourse that seek to keep these realms distinct.

Failures of the Modern Constitution

The limitations of this constitution become apparent when hybrids emerge, blurring the lines
between nature and society. Examples include technological artifacts, scientific facts influenced by
social factors, and environmental issues that cannot be neatly categorized. Latour argues that the
persistence of this dualism hinders understanding and addressing these complex phenomena.

The Concept of Hybrids in Latour’s Theory

One of the most influential aspects of Latour’s work is his concept of hybrids, which are entities that
combine elements traditionally separated by the modern constitution. Hybrids disrupt the neat
categories of modern thought and highlight the interconnectedness of nature and society.

Definition and Examples of Hybrids

Hybrids include a wide range of phenomena such as genetically modified organisms, climate change,
scientific instruments, and digital technologies. These examples illustrate how objects and ideas
cannot be classified solely as natural or social but embody characteristics of both.

Hybrids as Analytical Tools

Latour uses hybrids as analytical tools to rethink the boundaries and interactions between science,
technology, and society. By focusing on these entities, scholars and policymakers can better
understand the complexities of the modern world and develop more integrated approaches to
scientific and social challenges.



Implications for Science, Technology, and Society

Latour’s analysis profoundly impacts how science and technology are viewed within society. His
rejection of the strict separation between facts and values calls for a more nuanced understanding of
scientific knowledge and its role in social life.

Science as a Social Practice

In Latour’s framework, science is not an isolated pursuit of objective truth but a social practice
embedded in networks of actors, interests, and power relations. This perspective challenges
traditional epistemologies and emphasizes the co-production of knowledge and society.

Technology and Political Agency

Technology is seen as a mediator that shapes social relations and political agency. Latour’s work
encourages the examination of how technological artifacts participate in social processes and
influence decision-making, rather than being neutral tools.

Policy and Environmental Challenges

The implications of Latour’s critique extend to environmental policy and governance. Recognizing
hybrids such as climate change as both natural and social phenomena necessitates interdisciplinary
approaches and collaborative governance models that move beyond the modern constitution’s
limitations.

Legacy and Influence of We Have Never Been Modern

Since its publication, We Have Never Been Modern has had a significant impact on multiple
disciplines, including sociology, anthropology, science and technology studies (STS), and philosophy.
Bruno Latour’s ideas continue to inspire debates on modernity, knowledge production, and the
relationship between humans and non-humans.

Influence on Science and Technology Studies

Latour is regarded as a foundational figure in STS, where his concept of actor-network theory (ANT)
elaborates on the role of networks and hybrids in shaping scientific knowledge and technological
development. ANT has become a widely used framework for analyzing the dynamics of science and
technology in society.

Reevaluating Modernity in Contemporary Thought

Latour’s challenge to the modern constitution prompts scholars to reconsider the meaning and
consequences of modernity. His work encourages moving beyond simplistic narratives of progress



and separation, fostering a more integrated and reflexive understanding of contemporary global
issues.

Key Contributions Summarized

e Critique of the nature-society dichotomy central to modernity
e Introduction of hybrids as entities that defy modern categories
» Reconceptualization of science and technology as socially embedded practices

 Influence on interdisciplinary approaches to environmental and technological challenges

Frequently Asked Questions

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

The central thesis of 'We Have Never Been Modern' is that the modernist distinction between nature
and society is a false dichotomy, and that in reality, humans and nonhumans are entangled in
networks that blur these categories.

How does Bruno Latour define ‘'modernity' in "'We Have Never
Been Modern'?

Latour defines modernity as a historical project characterized by the separation of the social and
natural worlds, which he argues is a myth because in practice, these realms are deeply intertwined.

What role do 'hybrids' play in Latour's argument in 'We Have
Never Been Modern'?

Hybrids are entities that combine elements of both nature and society, challenging the modernist
separation between the two. Latour uses the concept of hybrids to show that the modern
constitution fails to acknowledge their existence.

How does 'We Have Never Been Modern' challenge traditional
views of science and society?

The book challenges the traditional view that science is purely objective and separate from society
by demonstrating how scientific knowledge is constructed through complex interactions between
humans, instruments, and nonhuman actors.



What is the significance of the term 'constitution’' in "We Have
Never Been Modern'?

In the book, 'constitution’ refers to the set of rules and distinctions that define modernity,
particularly the strict division between nature and society that Latour argues is never fully realized
in practice.

How does Bruno Latour's Actor-Network Theory relate to the
ideas in 'We Have Never Been Modern'?

Actor-Network Theory (ANT) underpins Latour's argument by emphasizing the agency of both
human and nonhuman actors in networks, illustrating how modern distinctions collapse and that
society and nature co-construct each other.

Why does Latour argue that 'we have never been modern'?

Latour argues that because the modern constitution's separation of nature and society has never
been fully implemented in reality due to the existence of hybrids, we have never been truly modern.

In what ways has "We Have Never Been Modern' influenced
contemporary social theory?

‘We Have Never Been Modern' has influenced contemporary social theory by encouraging scholars
to rethink the nature-society divide, leading to new approaches that acknowledge the entanglement
of humans and nonhumans in social processes.

How can "We Have Never Been Modern' be applied to current
environmental issues?

The book's insights help frame environmental issues as entangled socio-natural problems,
suggesting that solutions require integrated approaches that move beyond separating ecological
concerns from social and political considerations.

Additional Resources

1. We Have Never Been Modern by Bruno Latour

This foundational work challenges the traditional divide between nature and society, arguing that
modernity is a flawed concept. Latour explores how scientific facts and social constructs are
intertwined, proposing a new way of understanding the world that transcends the modernist
separation. The book is crucial for anyone interested in science studies, philosophy, and sociology.

2. Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory by Bruno Latour

In this book, Latour presents Actor-Network Theory (ANT), a framework for analyzing the
relationships between human and non-human actors in society. He argues that social phenomena are
the result of networks of both people and objects, challenging traditional sociological approaches.
The text is a key resource for understanding contemporary social theory.



3. Science in Action: How to Follow Scientists and Engineers Through Society by Bruno Latour
Latour offers an in-depth look at the processes behind scientific research and technological
development. By following scientists in their work, he reveals how facts are constructed and
stabilized within society. This book is essential for readers interested in the sociology of science and
technology studies.

4. Pandora’s Hope: Essays on the Reality of Science Studies by Bruno Latour

A collection of essays that explore the nature of scientific knowledge and its production, Pandora’s
Hope delves into the complexities of science as a social process. Latour discusses how scientific
facts are negotiated and the implications for understanding reality itself. The book is influential in
bridging philosophy, anthropology, and science studies.

5. On the Modern Cult of the Factish Gods by Bruno Latour

This essay critiques the modern obsession with facts and the division between facts and beliefs.
Latour introduces the concept of "factishes," hybrids of facts and fetishes, to highlight how objects
gain their significance. It is a thought-provoking read for those interested in epistemology and
cultural studies.

6. Aramis, or the Love of Technology by Bruno Latour

Latour narrates the story of a failed technological project, the Aramis personal rapid transit system
in Paris. Through this case study, he examines the relationship between technology, society, and
politics. The book offers insights into how technological innovations are shaped by social forces.

7. Politics of Nature: How to Bring the Sciences into Democracy by Bruno Latour

This work proposes a new political ecology that integrates scientific knowledge into democratic
processes. Latour argues for a redefinition of politics that includes non-human actors and scientific
realities. The book is important for readers interested in environmental politics and science policy.

8. Making Things Public: Atmospheres of Democracy edited by Bruno Latour and Peter Weibel

A multidisciplinary collection that explores how objects and issues become public concerns. The
book brings together essays and artworks to examine the interplay between science, politics, and
public space. It is a valuable resource for understanding the public dimension of science and
technology.

9. Coming Out as a Philosopher by Bruno Latour

In this reflective work, Latour discusses his intellectual journey and the development of his
philosophical ideas. He addresses common misunderstandings about his work and clarifies his
position on modernity and science. The book offers personal insights into the mind of one of the
most influential thinkers in contemporary philosophy and science studies.
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