bruno latour science in action

bruno latour science in action represents a groundbreaking approach to understanding the processes
and dynamics behind scientific knowledge production. This concept, developed by the influential
French sociologist and anthropologist Bruno Latour, challenges traditional views of science as a purely
objective and linear pursuit. Instead, it emphasizes the collective, contingent, and performative nature
of scientific practices. In this article, the focus will be on explicating the key elements of Bruno Latour’s
work, particularly as articulated in his seminal book *Science in Action*. The discussion will cover the
theoretical foundations, methodological innovations, and broader implications of his approach on
science and technology studies (STS). Through this exploration, readers will gain insight into how

scientific facts are constructed, stabilized, and contested in real-world contexts.
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Understanding Bruno Latour’s Science in Action

Bruno Latour’s *Science in Action* explores the intricate, often non-linear processes through which

scientific knowledge is produced and validated. Contrary to the conventional portrayal of science as an



objective endeavor that unfolds in controlled laboratory settings, Latour presents science as an active,
dynamic practice embedded in social, political, and material networks. He argues that scientific facts
do not preexist their discovery; rather, they emerge through the interactions and negotiations of

scientists, instruments, institutions, and other actors.

This perspective situates science within a broader sociotechnical framework, where knowledge is
contingent upon various factors beyond empirical observation. By focusing on the “black boxing” of
scientific facts—how complex processes become taken-for-granted truths—Latour reveals the labor and

controversies involved in making science authoritative and credible.

Science as a Social Construction

Latour’s approach aligns with the social constructionist tradition, which asserts that scientific
knowledge is shaped by social dynamics. *Science in Action* illustrates how scientific claims must be
continuously defended and negotiated within scientific communities and beyond. This process involves
rhetorical strategies, alliances, translations, and mobilization of resources to stabilize knowledge

claims.

The Role of Non-Human Actors

A distinctive feature of Latour’s work is the emphasis on non-human actors such as instruments,
technologies, and texts. These entities are not passive tools but active participants in the production of
scientific facts. This idea is central to Actor-Network Theory (ANT), which Latour helped pioneer,

positing that both human and non-human elements form networks that co-produce scientific outcomes.



Key Concepts in Science in Action

Several key concepts introduced by Bruno Latour in *Science in Action* are foundational for
understanding his analysis of scientific practices. These concepts illuminate how knowledge is

constructed and highlight the complexity of scientific work.

Black Boxing

Black boxing refers to the process by which scientific facts or technologies become accepted as
settled and no longer questioned. Once a fact is black-boxed, its internal complexity is hidden, and it is
treated as an unquestionable truth. Latour uses this metaphor to demonstrate how scientific

controversies are resolved and how facts gain durability.

Translation

Translation describes the negotiations and transformations that occur as actors attempt to align
interests, redefine problems, and enroll others into supporting a scientific claim or technological

innovation. This process is crucial for building networks that sustain scientific knowledge.

Inscription Devices

Inscription devices refer to the tools and technologies that record, display, and circulate scientific data
and findings. These devices play a critical role in shaping how scientific information is perceived and
validated. They act as intermediaries that transform raw data into persuasive inscriptions that support

scientific arguments.



Network Formation

Latour emphasizes that science is conducted through networks of heterogeneous actors. The stability
of scientific knowledge depends on the strength and durability of these networks, which include

scientists, instruments, institutions, and even social and political entities.

Methodological Innovations by Bruno Latour

Latour’s *Science in Action* is not only a theoretical treatise but also a methodological guide that
revolutionized how researchers study science. His ethnographic and empirical approach brought new

rigor and depth to science studies.

Ethnography of Science

Latour advocated for studying science “in the making” rather than only focusing on established
scientific facts. This involves ethnographic observation of laboratories, meetings, and other sites where
science is actively produced. By doing so, researchers can uncover the contingencies, negotiations,

and material practices that shape scientific outcomes.

Following the Actors

One of Latour’s methodological principles is to “follow the actors” — both human and non-human -
involved in scientific activities. This approach requires tracing the networks and interactions through

which knowledge is constructed, providing a holistic view of scientific work.



Deconstructing Scientific Facts

Latour’s method involves deconstructing scientific facts to reveal the processes and controversies
behind their formation. This counters the traditional view of facts as self-evident and immutable,

highlighting their provisional and constructed nature.

Impact on Science and Technology Studies

Bruno Latour’s *Science in Action* has had a profound influence on the field of science and

technology studies (STS), reshaping how scholars understand science, technology, and society.

Shifting the View of Science

Latour’s work challenged the notion of science as purely objective and detached from social contexts.
By highlighting the performative and negotiated aspects of scientific knowledge, he contributed to a

more nuanced understanding of science as a human endeavor embedded in complex networks.

Development of Actor-Network Theory

*Science in Action* laid the groundwork for Actor-Network Theory, which became a dominant
framework in STS. ANT’s focus on heterogeneous networks and symmetry between human and non-
human actors continues to inspire research in diverse fields such as sociology, anthropology, and

innovation studies.



Influence on Policy and Public Understanding

Latour’s insights have extended beyond academia, influencing science policy, risk assessment, and
public engagement with science. By emphasizing the constructed nature of scientific facts, his work

encourages critical reflection on scientific authority and the role of expertise in society.

Critiques and Debates Surrounding Science in Action

While *Science in Action* is widely regarded as a landmark contribution, it has also generated

significant debate and critique within and beyond the academic community.

Concerns About Relativism

Some critics argue that Latour’s emphasis on the social construction of scientific knowledge risks
promoting epistemological relativism, where all knowledge claims are seen as equally valid. This

concern centers on the potential undermining of scientific objectivity and authority.

Debate Over the Role of Non-Human Actors

The inclusion of non-human actors as agents in networks has sparked debate regarding agency and
intentionality. Critics question whether attributing agency to objects and technologies may dilute the

concept of human responsibility and decision-making.



Responses and Clarifications

In response, Latour and his supporters clarify that recognizing the role of social and material factors
does not negate the reality or efficacy of scientific knowledge. Instead, it provides a richer, more

accurate account of how science operates in practice.

List of Key Debates

Epistemological relativism versus scientific realism

Human versus non-human agency in knowledge production

Implications for science policy and public trust

Methodological challenges in studying science ethnographically

The balance between constructivism and materialism

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is Bruno Latour and what is his contribution to 'Science in
Action'?

Bruno Latour was a French sociologist and anthropologist known for his work in science and

technology studies. In 'Science in Action', he explores how scientific facts are socially constructed



through networks of actors, emphasizing the process of scientific discovery rather than just the final

results.

What is the central theme of Bruno Latour's 'Science in Action'?

The central theme of 'Science in Action’' is the examination of science as a dynamic and ongoing
process involving various social, technical, and material actors. Latour highlights how scientific

knowledge is negotiated and constructed rather than simply discovered.

How does Bruno Latour's concept of 'black boxing' relate to 'Science
in Action'?

In 'Science in Action’, Latour introduces the concept of 'black boxing' to describe how scientific facts
become accepted and taken for granted, hiding the complex processes and negotiations behind their

production. Once a fact is black boxed, its internal complexity is no longer questioned.

Why is 'Science in Action' considered influential in the field of Science

and Technology Studies (STS)?

'Science in Action' is influential because it challenges traditional views of science as purely objective
and instead presents it as a socio-technical process. Latour's approach has reshaped how scholars

understand the construction of scientific knowledge and the role of networks in science.

What methodology does Bruno Latour use in 'Science in Action' to
study scientific knowledge?

Latour employs an ethnographic and actor-network theory (ANT) approach in 'Science in Action’,
tracing the development of scientific facts through detailed case studies and following the interactions

among human and non-human actors to understand how knowledge is constructed.



Additional Resources

1. Science in Action: How to Follow Scientists and Engineers Through Society

This seminal work by Bruno Latour explores the processes and practices involved in scientific research
and technological innovation. Latour presents science as a dynamic, socially embedded activity rather
than a straightforward pursuit of objective facts. The book introduces key concepts like "black boxes"
and actor-network theory, emphasizing the roles of both human and non-human actors in the

construction of scientific knowledge.

2. Laboratory Life: The Construction of Scientific Facts

Co-authored by Bruno Latour and Steve Woolgar, this ethnographic study examines the daily activities
inside a scientific laboratory. The book reveals how scientific facts are produced through social
negotiations, rituals, and practices within the lab setting. It challenges the notion of science as purely

objective and highlights the contingent, constructed nature of scientific knowledge.

3. Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory

In this book, Latour offers a comprehensive introduction to actor-network theory (ANT), a framework
for understanding the interconnectedness of actors in social and scientific networks. He argues that
society is not a fixed structure but an ongoing process of assembling heterogeneous elements. The

book provides tools to analyze how scientific facts and social orders are co-produced.

4. We Have Never Been Modern

Latour challenges the traditional division between nature and society, arguing that the modern
constitution is based on this false separation. He critiques modernity’s assumptions and suggests that
science and society are intertwined in complex ways. The book invites readers to reconsider the

foundations of modern scientific practice and its impact on politics and culture.

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

In this work, Latour explores the relationship between science and politics, advocating for a new
approach to environmental and scientific governance. He proposes a "parliament of things" where non-
human entities have a voice in democratic processes. The book addresses the challenges of

integrating scientific knowledge with political decision-making.



6. On the Modern Cult of the Factish Gods

This short essay by Latour critiques the way modern societies treat scientific facts as unquestionable
"gods" while ignoring the constructed nature of these facts. He introduces the concept of "factishes,"
hybrids of facts and fetishes, to highlight the blend of belief and materiality in science. The work urges

a more nuanced understanding of scientific authority.

7. Aramis, or the Love of Technology

Latour narrates the story of the failed Aramis transportation project in Paris to illustrate the
complexities of technological development. The book combines sociology, history, and narrative to
show how technical, social, and political factors influence innovation. It exemplifies Latour’s method of

following technology "in action" to understand its trajectory.

8. Science, Technology, and Society: A Sociological Approach

This collection of essays by Latour and other scholars examines the interplay between science,
technology, and society from a sociological perspective. Themes include the construction of scientific
knowledge, the role of technology in social change, and the politics surrounding scientific

controversies. The book offers theoretical and empirical insights into the social dimensions of science.

9. Iconoclash: Beyond the Image Wars in Science, Religion, and Art

Co-edited by Bruno Latour, this volume explores the conflicts and negotiations around images and
representations in various domains such as science, religion, and art. The book discusses how images
function as mediators and actors in controversies and cultural practices. It expands on Latour’s interest

in the material and semiotic dimensions of knowledge production.
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