actor network theory anthropology

Actor-Network Theory (ANT) offers a powerful lens for understanding the intricate relationships and
power dynamics within human and non-human worlds. This article delves into the application of ANT
within the field of anthropology, exploring how it challenges traditional perspectives and provides
novel insights into social phenomena. We will examine the core tenets of ANT, its historical
development, and its utility in analyzing diverse anthropological topics, from technological adoption to
the formation of cultural practices. By dissecting the symmetrical approach to actors and the concept
of translation, we aim to illustrate how ANT reshapes our understanding of agency and the
construction of reality in anthropological research. Discover how ANT enables anthropologists to move
beyond anthropocentric views and appreciate the complex interplay of all entities in shaping social
life.
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Introduction to Actor-Network Theory in Anthropology

Actor-Network Theory (ANT) presents a distinctive and influential framework for anthropological
inquiry, offering a unique perspective on the constitution of social reality. At its heart, actor-network
theory anthropology seeks to understand how relations are formed, maintained, and transformed
through the symmetrical analysis of both human and non-human actors. This approach challenges
conventional sociological and anthropological thought by treating all entities - from individuals and
organizations to technologies and ideas - as potential actors capable of influencing the network. By
focusing on the processes of translation, enrollment, and the creation of obligatory passage points,
ANT provides a dynamic and processual understanding of how social phenomena come into being and
persist over time. This article will explore the fundamental principles of actor-network theory in
anthropology, trace its intellectual lineage, and showcase its diverse applications across various
subfields of anthropology, while also acknowledging its critiques and limitations.

Core Principles of Actor-Network Theory in
Anthropology

Actor-Network Theory (ANT) is built upon a set of foundational principles that distinguish it from other
theoretical approaches within anthropology. These principles guide researchers in their examination
of how social order is constructed and how change occurs through the intricate connections between
diverse elements. Understanding these core tenets is crucial for appreciating the analytical power of
ANT in anthropological contexts.

The Symmetric Approach to Actors

One of the most revolutionary aspects of actor-network theory anthropology is its commitment to a
symmetrical approach. This means that ANT treats human actors (people, social groups) and non-
human actors (objects, technologies, natural phenomena, abstract concepts) as equally capable of
acting and influencing the network. Traditionally, anthropological analyses have often privileged
human agency, viewing non-human elements as passive tools or background contexts. ANT, however,
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insists that the agency of non-human actors should not be presupposed but rather demonstrated
through their effects within the network. For instance, a particular tool might be seen not just as an
object used by humans, but as an actor that shapes human behavior, possibilities, and even identities
through its design, material properties, and affordances.

Translation: The Art of Association

Central to ANT is the concept of "translation," which describes the complex processes by which actors
gain influence and shape the actions of others. Translation is not merely about communication but
about the redefinition, reordering, and reallocation of resources and interests. ANT identifies several
key modes of translation: problemization, interessement, enlistment, and mobilization. In
problemization, an actor defines a problem that others must address. Interessement involves
captivating and defining other actors by presenting them with specific roles or interests. Enlistment is
the process of defining those roles and ensuring actors accept them. Finally, mobilization refers to the
actual performance of the roles assigned to actors. In actor-network theory anthropology,
understanding these translation processes allows researchers to map how specific alignments are
forged and how certain actors become indispensable to the functioning of a network.

Immutable Mobiles and the Stability of Networks

ANT also utilizes the concept of "immutable mobiles" to explain how networks gain stability and can
be displaced across different contexts. An immutable mobile is an element that can be moved from
one place to another without changing its form or meaning, yet it carries with it the traces of its
original context and the relationships it embodies. Examples include scientific papers, standardized
measurements, or certain types of diagrams. These elements allow knowledge and practices to travel,
accumulating further associations and reinforcing the network's structure. In actor-network theory
anthropology, immutable mobiles are crucial for understanding how ideas, technologies, and social
forms are circulated and adopted, often transforming as they travel but retaining enough of their
original essence to be recognizable and functional in new settings.

Obligatory Passage Points (OPPs)

An obligatory passage point (OPP) is a crucial concept in ANT, referring to a point in a network that all
other actors must pass through or negotiate to achieve their goals. OPPs are established through
successful translation processes, effectively channeling the flow of action and information within the
network. They represent moments of stabilization and power, where certain actors have managed to
impose their definitions and order. For an anthropologist employing actor-network theory, identifying
OPPs is key to understanding where power resides and how particular associations are maintained.
For example, a specific bureaucratic procedure or a widely adopted standard can become an OPP,
shaping how individuals and organizations interact and achieve their objectives.

Historical Development and Influences of ANT in



Anthropology

The intellectual journey of Actor-Network Theory (ANT) is deeply rooted in the study of science and
technology, but its influence has significantly expanded, particularly within anthropology.
Understanding its origins and evolution helps illuminate its unique contributions to the discipline.

Origins in Science and Technology Studies (STS)

Actor-Network Theory emerged in the 1970s and 1980s from the field of Science and Technology
Studies (STS) at the Centre de Sociologie de I'lnnovation at the Ecole des Mines in Paris. Pioneers like
Michel Callon, John Law, and Bruno Latour developed ANT as a methodological and theoretical
response to existing sociological accounts of science. They were dissatisfied with explanations that
treated scientific knowledge as simply a reflection of social interests or as an autonomous process
divorced from its material and social context. Instead, they sought to trace the actual processes
through which scientific facts and technological innovations are created and stabilized, emphasizing
the heterogeneous combinations of human and non-human elements involved. This focus on the
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"sociology of the’.

Bridging Disciplines: ANT's Move Beyond STS

While its roots are in STS, ANT's ability to analyze the relational construction of reality made it
attractive to scholars in various fields, including anthropology. Anthropologists recognized that ANT
offered a valuable toolkit for moving beyond traditional, often static, descriptions of cultures and
societies. The theory's emphasis on process, mediation, and the symmetrical treatment of actors
provided a way to understand how human and non-human elements dynamically interact to shape
social life, particularly in contexts of technological change, globalization, and the increasing mediation
of experience by artifacts. This interdisciplinary appeal allowed actor-network theory anthropology to
gain traction as a method for analyzing complex, multifaceted phenomena.

Key Figures and Contributions to ANT in Anthropology

Several key figures have been instrumental in developing and applying ANT, with their work
profoundly impacting how anthropologists engage with the theory. Bruno Latour, with his seminal
work "Science in Action" and "We Have Never Been Modern," articulated many of ANT's core
concepts, including immutable mobiles and the principle of generalized symmetry. Michel Callon's
work on the "sociology of translation" and his studies of the scallop fishermen in Brittany provided
foundational examples of how networks are built and maintained. John Law has contributed
significantly to understanding how power is inscribed in networks and the role of "sites" and
"margins" in network formation. Within anthropology, scholars like Annemarie Mol have used ANT to
analyze medical practices, demonstrating how "things" (like diseases) are enacted differently in
different networks. Geoffrey Bowker and Susan Leigh Star's work on classification systems and
infrastructure also resonates strongly with ANT's focus on standards and the ordering of the world.



Applications of Actor-Network Theory in Anthropology

The analytical power of Actor-Network Theory (ANT) has made it a versatile tool for anthropologists
tackling a wide range of research questions. Its ability to trace heterogeneous associations and the
dynamic construction of reality allows for nuanced understandings of complex social phenomena.

Analyzing Technological Change and Adoption

One of the most prominent applications of actor-network theory in anthropology is the analysis of
technological change and adoption. ANT scholars trace how new technologies are introduced, how
they are modified and adapted by different users, and how they, in turn, reshape social practices and
relationships. Instead of viewing technology as a deterministic force or simply as a neutral tool, ANT
examines the entire network of humans, machines, institutions, and ideas that enable or hinder its
adoption. For example, an anthropologist might use ANT to study the spread of mobile phones in a
rural community, detailing how the phone itself, the network infrastructure, local businesses,
government regulations, and users' changing habits all contribute to its integration and impact.

Understanding Cultural Practices and Rituals through ANT

Actor-network theory anthropology also offers valuable insights into the formation and maintenance
of cultural practices and rituals. By treating ritual objects, participants, beliefs, and even the
performance space as actors, ANT can reveal how these elements are enrolled and aligned to produce
coherent social events. It helps to understand how traditions are not simply inherited but are actively
constructed and maintained through ongoing associations. For instance, an analysis of a religious
ceremony might examine how the sacred texts, the architecture of the temple, the clothing of the
participants, and the shared emotional states of the congregation all act together to produce the
religious experience and reinforce community bonds. The theory highlights the material and relational
underpinnings of seemingly abstract cultural norms.

Exploring Social Movements and Activism with ANT

ANT provides a powerful framework for analyzing social movements and acts of activism. It allows
researchers to map the diverse actors involved - the activists, the targets of their activism, the
media, legal systems, technologies used for communication, and even the symbolic representations
that mobilize support. The theory helps to understand how movements gain momentum by
establishing networks of alliances and by enrolling new supporters. It also sheds light on how
movements achieve their goals by creating “obligatory passage points” that force existing power
structures to respond. An anthropologist might use ANT to study an environmental protest, tracing
how the activists, the natural environment they seek to protect, the media coverage, and the legal
challenges all form an interconnected network that shapes the outcome of the movement.

Deconstructing Knowledge Production in Anthropology

Within anthropology itself, ANT can be used to deconstruct how knowledge is produced and
legitimized. This meta-analysis examines the networks of scholars, archives, fieldwork methods,
theoretical frameworks, and peer review processes that shape anthropological understanding. It



highlights how particular "truths" emerge from specific assemblages of these elements. By applying
actor-network theory anthropology to its own practices, the discipline can become more reflexive
about its methodologies and the construction of its own knowledge claims. This involves tracing how
concepts travel, how fieldwork data are translated into academic arguments, and how theoretical
paradigms become dominant.

Material Culture and the Agency of Objects

A significant contribution of ANT to anthropological studies of material culture is its emphasis on the
agency of objects. Instead of viewing artifacts as passive recipients of human meaning or as mere
reflections of social structure, ANT posits that objects actively participate in shaping human actions
and social relations. The design, affordances, and material properties of an object can profoundly
influence how it is used and the effects it has. For instance, an anthropologist studying the impact of a
new irrigation system in an agricultural community would not just look at how farmers use it, but how
the system's design, its material components, and its integration with the local environment shape
farming practices, social organization, and even the perception of time and labor. This perspective
enriches the understanding of the complex interplay between humans and their material worlds.

Criticisms and Limitations of Actor-Network Theory in
Anthropology

While Actor-Network Theory (ANT) offers a potent analytical framework for anthropology, it is not
without its criticisms and limitations. These critiques often revolve around its perceived shortcomings
in addressing macro-level phenomena, its potential for excessive descriptivism, and its relationship
with more traditional forms of critical theory.

The Risk of Descriptivism and Lack of Critical Stance

One of the most frequent criticisms leveled against actor-network theory anthropology is its tendency
towards descriptivism. Critics argue that by focusing meticulously on tracing the associations and
translations that constitute networks, ANT can sometimes become overly descriptive, detailing "what
happens" without offering a deeper critique or explanation of the underlying power structures or
inequalities. The symmetrical approach, which grants equal analytical weight to human and non-
human actors, can be interpreted as diluting the focus on human suffering, exploitation, or political
agency. This can lead to a perceived lack of critical edge, where the theory describes the mechanisms
of power without necessarily challenging them or advocating for social change.

Difficulties in Macro-Level Analysis and Power Structures

Another significant limitation often cited is ANT's perceived difficulty in scaling up to analyze large-
scale social phenomena or deeply entrenched power structures. The theory excels at micro-level
analysis, tracing the intricate pathways of specific networks. However, some critics argue that it
struggles to account for enduring systemic inequalities, such as global capitalism, colonial legacies, or
deeply embedded social hierarchies. While ANT can demonstrate how power is distributed and
enacted through networks, it can be less effective in explaining the origins and persistence of these



larger, more abstract systems of domination. This has led to discussions about how ANT might be
integrated with theories that provide a stronger macro-level analysis of social power.

Ongoing Anthropological Debates and Critiques of ANT

Within anthropology, there are ongoing debates about the efficacy and applicability of ANT. Some
scholars find its relational and processual approach invaluable for understanding the complexities of
contemporary life, particularly in an increasingly technological and globalized world. Others remain
skeptical, questioning whether the symmetrical treatment of actors truly captures the nuances of
human intention, consciousness, and the ethical dimensions of social action. There are also
discussions about whether ANT adequately accounts for historical contingency and the role of human
intentionality in shaping networks, or if it can sometimes present networks as overly stable and
predetermined. These critiques highlight the ongoing dialogue and adaptation of actor-network theory
anthropology within the discipline.

Conclusion: The Enduring Relevance of Actor-Network
Theory in Anthropology

Actor-Network Theory (ANT) continues to offer a vital and transformative perspective for
anthropologists seeking to understand the complexities of social life. By positing a symmetrical
approach to the agency of both human and non-human actors, ANT compels researchers to move
beyond anthropocentric assumptions and to meticulously trace the heterogeneous associations that
constitute reality. Its core concepts, such as translation, immutable mobiles, and obligatory passage
points, provide powerful tools for analyzing how social order is constructed, how knowledge is
produced, and how technologies are integrated into diverse cultural contexts. Despite criticisms
regarding its potential for descriptivism and challenges in macro-level analysis, the enduring
relevance of actor-network theory in anthropology lies in its capacity to illuminate the dynamic,
relational, and often surprising ways in which our world is assembled. As societies continue to evolve
with increasing technological mediation, ANT remains an indispensable framework for capturing the
intricate interplay of all elements that shape human experience.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to Actor-Network Theory (ANT) in anthropology, with short descriptions:

1. We Have Never Been Modern by Bruno Latour

This seminal work, while not exclusively anthropological, is a foundational text for ANT. Latour argues
against the modern separation of nature and society, proposing that our world is a complex network
of interwoven human and non-human actors. He critiques our tendency to distinguish between natural
facts and social constructs, advocating for a more integrated understanding of how things come to be
known and accepted.

2. Laboratory Life: The Construction of Scientific Facts by Bruno Latour and Steve Woolgar

This ethnographic study of a neuroscience laboratory offers a detailed, early application of ANT
principles. The authors meticulously trace how scientific facts are produced through the intricate work
of scientists, their instruments, and the networks they mobilize. It demonstrates how consensus is



built and maintained, showing that scientific "truths" are not simply discovered but actively
constructed through social and material processes.

3. Pandora's Hope: Essays on the Reality of Science Studies by Bruno Latour

This collection of essays directly addresses the critics of ANT and defends its approach to
understanding science and technology. Latour uses vivid analogies and case studies to illustrate how
ANT can reveal the interconnectedness of human and non-human elements in shaping reality. He
argues for the importance of taking seriously the agency of non-humans and the complex
negotiations involved in making claims about the world.

4. Making Worlds: Anthropological Approaches to Reality edited by Chris Hann and Keith Hart

This collection features anthropological essays that engage with broader questions of reality and
knowledge, with several contributions implicitly or explicitly drawing on ANT. It explores how different
societies construct their understandings of the world and the role of various entities, both human and
non-human, in these processes. The book showcases how anthropological insights can enrich our
understanding of how diverse "worlds" are made.

5. Techno-Socialism: Studying Society Through an Actor-Network Approach by Geoffrey Bowker
Bowker applies ANT to analyze the development and implementation of large-scale technological
systems, arguing for a "techno-social" approach. He examines how the design and deployment of
these systems involve complex interactions between technical components, human users,
organizational structures, and regulatory frameworks. The book highlights how ANT can illuminate the
intricate entanglement of technology and society in shaping our present and future.

6. The Ant's Eye: Thinking Anthropologically with Actor-Network Theory by Christophe Duhamel and
Bernard Paul

This book offers a more accessible introduction to ANT specifically for an anthropological audience. It
explains the core concepts of ANT, such as symmetry, translation, and inscription, and demonstrates
their utility for analyzing ethnographic data. The authors provide examples of how ANT can help
anthropologists move beyond traditional divides and understand the dynamic, relational nature of
social phenomena.

7. The Social Life of DNA: Race, Heredity, and Reconciliation by Charis Thompson

Thompson utilizes ANT, among other theoretical frameworks, to explore the complex social life of
DNA. She investigates how DNA technologies have become entangled with concepts of race, kinship,
and identity, shaping debates about history and belonging. The book reveals how DNA is not just a
biological entity but a powerful actor in social and political struggles, mobilizing diverse networks of
people and institutions.

8. Companion to Actor-Network Theory edited by Annemarie Mol and John Law

This comprehensive edited volume provides a detailed overview of ANT's development, key concepts,
and applications across various disciplines, including anthropology. It features essays by leading
scholars who explore different facets of ANT, from its theoretical underpinnings to its practical uses in
ethnographic research. The book serves as a valuable resource for anyone seeking a deeper
understanding of ANT's contributions to social science.

9. What Do We Really Know? The Art of Knowing by Annemarie Mol

Mol's work, influenced by ANT, delves into the intricate processes of knowledge-making and the
practice of medicine. She explores how medical "truths" are assembled through the interactions of
doctors, patients, instruments, and diagnostic processes. The book emphasizes that knowledge is not
a static entity but is continuously made and remade through the performative actions of numerous



actors within specific contexts.
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