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  WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT

  THE PRINCE AND THE WOLF

  Too often debates are sterile. Each participant lines up behind the other, each with their own point of view. All is on show but nothing much happens. This debate is different. Something happened.

  Nigel Thrift, Vice-Chancellor of the University of Warwick Author of Non-representational Theory: Space, Politics, Affect (2008), Knowing Capitalism (2005), and Spatial Formations (1996)

  This is an especially welcome book. It is rare that one has the opportunity to be a near eye witness to a constructive and intellectually generous exchange of provocative ideas-in-the-making. Graham Harman, Bruno Latour and the assembled audience put on a great show. The exchange is fresh, laced with good humor, and informative. There is much to be learned here about empirical metaphysics—and collegiality.

  Michael Flower, Portland State University

  Many crucial things get exposed and made explicit here. A key access point to the Latourian moment.

  Fabian Muniesa, École des Mines de Paris
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  Foreword

  The Prince and the Wolf is a modern-day fairy tale in which the protagonists, instead of resorting to physical violence, decide to settle their differences in a debate on metaphysics. The reasons for the allegory will soon become clear. This volume contains the lightly edited transcript of “The Harman Review: Bruno Latour’s Empirical Metaphysics,” a symposium held at the London School of Economics and Political Science (LSE) on February 5, 2008. The event was a debate staged between Bruno Latour, the prominent French sociologist, anthropologist, and philosopher of science, an early developer of actor-network theory (ANT), and Graham Harman, the Cairo-based American philosopher known for his post-Heideggerian object-oriented philosophy. Harman’s recently completed manuscript about Latour’s contribution to philosophy—since then published as Prince of Networks: Bruno Latour and Metaphysics —was the main subject of the discussion.1 The ‘Prince,’ remaining true to his fabled sense of humor, compared the dogged determination of professional philosophers like Harman who have been pursuing him over the years to that of a pack of wolves. The Prince and the Wolf is the story of what happens when the wolf catches up with the prince but, through a strange turn of events, they both find themselves transported to a laboratory, where they have to contend with each other according to the rules put in place by the onlooking scientists and their apprentices. The latter were a diverse, multidisciplinary crowd of academics and PhD students who gathered to assess the merits of both Latour’s philosophy and Harman’s manuscript.

  Two sets of questions dominated the proceedings. The first set concerned the fundamental question “What is?”, whether one calls things that exist beings, actors, or objects. Harman’s term object emerged as the favored designator at the event, so I will stick with it. What is the nature of objects? How do objects emerge? How do objects interact? What is the nature of causality? The second set of questions concentrated on the philosophical practice of defining what is, or in other words, metaphysics. What is the purpose of metaphysics? How to conduct metaphysics? What is the relationship between metaphysics and science?

  This symposium was an unusual occasion on a number of counts. It is a rare privilege in the best of times to gain access to a contemporary philosopher’s work-in-progress manuscript and to have him at hand to discuss it with his readers. It must be an even rarer occurrence also to have the subject of his monograph present and ready to respond. As the eighty or so “[LAUGHTER]” notations in the transcript testify, for a metaphysics conference it was a highly entertaining affair. Those working in philosophy departments may also wonder why the work of a sociologist and anthropologist was being discussed in terms of first philosophy. If one further considers that this proto-philosophical debate was hosted by the Information Systems and Innovation Group (ISIG) in the LSE’s Department of Management, the bewilderment must be complete.

  Yet there were some very good reasons for this event to unfold the way it did, where it did. Graham Harman’s claim is indeed that Bruno Latour the social scientist has made some crucial contributions to philosophy, to which professional philosophers should pay heed. In his words, “When the centaur of classical metaphysics is mated with the cheetah of actor-network theory, their offspring is not some hellish monstrosity, but a thoroughbred colt able to carry us for half a century and more.”2 His sentence conjures up the image of a peculiar laboratory where such cross-breeding of mythological creatures and wild animals can take place. It is however an eminently suitable metaphor for describing this event. The symposium was a temporary laboratory for a social science experiment, to test Harman’s claims about Latour’s metaphysics and Latour’s claims about his own work, by subjecting both to an experimental protocol. The task of the audience and the panel —the latter composed of Lucas Introna and Noortje Marres— was to study the sparks that erupted from the collision of the two actors, or in Harman’s terminology, of the two objects.

  It may strike some readers as odd to hear this encounter of two authors, two flesh-and-blood human beings, described as the clashing of two objects in a laboratory. However, it was precisely the question of what an object as such is (whether human or nonhuman) that constituted the central metaphysical controversy of the event. The answers propagated were anything but ordinary. In fact, there was a multitude of objects coming together and interacting at the symposium. Besides the corporeal presence of Harman and Latour, the written corpus of each author and a host of others from the history of philosophy and science were summoned to collide, to shape the arguments of one or the other, including Latour’s claim that the body corporate (the corporation as an organization) would be an ideal metaphor and case study material for metaphysics.

  But who would be interested in such an experiment and why? First and foremost, social science PhD students, in this particular case the PhD students in information systems (IS) who organized this event, and for whom actor-network theory in general and Latour’s work in particular has been a major source of inspiration and fascination but also puzzlement for some time. PhD stands for Doctor of Philosophy, after the Latin philosophiæ doctor, which at least in the social sciences carries the obligation to examine and declare one’s philosophical position in relation to the bit of reality one proposes to study, usually in a chapter on methodology or research philosophy. For IS students, there is the added complication to have to account not only for social phenomena (often defined in terms of groups of humans) but also for technological artifacts. “How do you conceptualize the information and communication technology (ICT) artifact?” is one dreaded but inevitable question that every IS PhD student faces at some point in his or her career.

  As Leslie Willcocks and Edgar Whitley point out in a recent article, despite this imperative to consider the philosophical aspects of technology for social research,

  
    IS, of all subject areas, has no real long-standing philosophical depth or roots in a philosophy of information or of technology. (…) On technology, there is much striving at the margins to utilize, for example, Heidegger, actor-network theory, Habermas, critical realism, various social theories, and philosophies of science. But, otherwise, major philosophical and ethical questions on technology receive all too little in-depth treatment.3

  

  It was this need for a philosophical understanding of both technology and social research that drove a small group of PhD students in the LSE’s Information Systems department4 in November 2006 to set up a reading group named ANTHEM (acronym for Actor-Network Theory – Heidegger Meeting), dedicated to the parallel study of the works of Bruno Latour and Martin Heidegger; a line of inquiry that culminated in the organizing of the Harman Review.

  There were a number of reasons for this dual focus and juxtaposition. The initial two founders of the group, Aleksi Aaltonen and I, both came with prior knowledge of one of the thinkers and were intensely interested to find out more about the other. At the same time, we were intrigued by the commonalities but also the disagreements between Heidegger and Latour, especially when it came to conceptualizing technological artifacts. Heidegger’s essay, “The Question Concerning Technology”5 has long been a central point of reference for students of technology, as a rare statement by a major philosopher about the nature of technology and its relationship to the pressing questions of the day. Bruno Latour’s case studies and philosophical essays also took the question of technology seriously, as if to continue Heidegger’s investigation. And yet, he had come to diametrically opposed conclusions about the nature of technological artifacts. At one point Latour even goes as far as to say that “I always find it baffling that people would take Heidegger’s ‘philosophy of technology’ seriously,” although in the same breath he praises him for sending “the inquiry in the right direction— that any artifact is a form of assembling, of gathering, of ‘thinging’ entities together and that it is absurd to forget the mortals and the gods when describing a piece of hardware, even the most hyper-modern ones.”6 This was a relationship too intriguing to ignore.

  However, we in the ANTHEM group were by far not the first ones to notice that there was something interesting going on between Heidegger and Latour. There was already a reasonably long history of examining this relationship in the Information Systems Department at the LSE, where a number of researchers had a longstanding interest in Heidegger. Claudio Ciborra (with Ole Hanseth) and Edgar Whitley discussed and deployed Heidegger and actor-network theory side-by-side as early as 1998, which were quite possibly among the very first attempts to do so in print.7 Lucas Introna, who later moved to Lancaster University, similarly has made a number of important contributions to the ANT-Heidegger nexus.8 If we add to this the fact that Bruno Latour was a visiting professor in this department between 1999 and 2001, the mystery of why and how the LSE’s Information Systems and Innovation Group had emerged as the host for this metaphysical discussion becomes a lot less puzzling. It was at the LSE that Latour conducted the hilarious and by now legendary “(Somewhat) Socratic Dialogue”9 with an IS PhD student about actor-network theory, which became the perfect antidote to the gloomy vision of Heidegger’s “The Question Concerning Technology.”

  Since 1998 there were several other attempts even outside of the LSE at comparing and contrasting —or even combining—Heidegger and Latour, or phenomenology and actor-network theory.10 No one, however, has been as persistent and as incisive in pursuing the assessment of Bruno Latour’s philosophical adventures from a Heideggerian perspective as Graham Harman. In his 2009 book Prince of Networks, Harman not only develops the most thorough evaluation of Latour’s empirical metaphysics to date, he also proposes a way to fuse the achievements of both Heidegger and Latour for the furthering of philosophy. Actually, as Harman revealed at the event, his history of engagement with Latour’s work also stretches back to 1998: the year in which he “became a Latourian.” His 1999 paper “Bruno Latour, King of Networks,” presented at the Department of Philosophy at DePaul University, can be seen in retrospect as the seed that grew into the Prince of Networks over the ensuing decade.11 The wolf has been pursuing the prince for a long time indeed.

  A central tenet of actor-network theory, adopted from ethnomethodology, is the need to respect the metaphysics of the actors one is studying— and there was a lot of it to respect at this workshop. To be faithful to the two protagonists of our fairy tale (and trust me, it was a dream come true for the PhD students who organized it), it would be prudent to describe the event in their own terms. Both speakers agreed on the principle of generalized symmetry, not to grant ontological privileges to one class of objects over others prior to an inquiry, regardless of their shape, size, or materiality, whether they are human or nonhuman. They also agreed that specific objects need to be taken seriously in metaphysics. An object-oriented description of our event that traces the actions and births of specific artifacts would therefore be in order.

  Some of these artifacts could be rather complex, too. Bruno Latour characterized the symposium as one particular “experimental apparatus,” namely the ANTHEM apparatus. In this laboratory setting, where ANT and Heidegger are laid side-by-side so that the testing of Latour’s contribution to philosophy can be undertaken, some of the experimental subject’s attributes would be revealed, but not others. It would be fitting therefore to describe, in object-oriented terms, how this experiment came to be, how the laboratory was set up —how the prince and the wolf got to be ensnared in it— but also to lay bare the experimental protocol which was used to conduct the experiment and which has made certain qualities visible, at the expense of others. Then the readers of the transcript might be in a better position to judge for themselves the outcomes of this experiment.

  As suggested earlier, there were two initial and very hazy objects that set off the series of events leading to the symposium. The first one was the rather general object of technology (as IS students, our prime object of study), which was further entangled in other complicated and specific objects such as information systems and organizations. The second object, just as vague and only present as an objective, was the future artifact of the doctoral thesis itself. By getting caught in the gravitational fields of both, we were gradually pulled towards the Heidegger-Latour axis of the debate on the nature of objects and technological artifacts. In Latour’s texts we kept running into references to the books of a certain Graham Harman, who tended to pop up whenever key Heideggerian concepts such as ‘the thing as gathering’ (Das Ding) or ‘the fourfold’ (Das Geviert) were mentioned.12 This had compelled us to read the two books by Harman that were then in print, Tool-Being and Guerrilla Metaphysics, which offered a refreshingly new interpretation of Heidegger and phenomenology that also pointed towards Latour as someone with very interesting answers to many of Heidegger’s questions.

  When we heard that in April 2007 Harman was going to give a talk on “Networks and Assemblages: The Rebirth of Things in Latour and DeLanda” at Goldsmiths College in London, the ANTHEM posse, consisting of stalwarts Ofer Engel, Wifak Houij Gueddana and myself, descended on Greenwich. We weren’t disappointed. Harman exceeded our expectations by delivering a fascinating talk and agreeing with my comment that there was something about the Heidegger-Latour relation. While we couldn’t stay to chat to him after the event, he happily gave us the only printed copy of his talk, which was scanned and shared between us the same day. Two weeks later Harman’s Heidegger Explained hit the bookshops, which confirmed to us once more that in the person of Harman we had stumbled upon a most interesting link between Heidegger and Latour. As some of us were also planning to take on the organizing of the student-run Information Systems Research Forum (ISRF) in the department, we started discussing the possibility of inviting Harman to speak to us on the issue of Heidegger and Latour in the coming term.

  It was therefore a very pleasant surprise when one day in early August 2007 I found an email from Graham Harman in my mailbox. It turned out that he had joined our ANTHEM Google Group mailing list, having been invited by Ofer, who in turn found him on the social networking site Facebook (which incidentally was Ofer’s research interest). Soon enough we were engaged in a flurry of online exchanges about all things Heidegger and Latour. We couldn’t believe our luck when we found out that Harman was just about to finish his manuscript on Latour’s philosophy, which he was ready to share with us electronically. As some of us were gearing up to our Master of Philosophy upgrade events, busy writing our PhD proposals, the manuscript clarifying Latour’s philosophy was a gift from heaven, arriving just at the right time.

  Before long, Harman had accepted our invitation to take part in two events at the LSE: to give a talk “On Actors, Networks, and Plasma: Heidegger vs. Latour vs. Heidegger”13 at the Information Systems Research Forum on November 29, 2007, and then to return on February 5, 2008 for a workshop we dubbed his “mini-Cerisy.” The idea for the latter was to follow the example of Bruno Latour’s ingenious conference at Cerisy-La-Salle in France in June 2007, where he gathered his friends (including Harman) to receive their feedback about his latest manuscript on “the modes of existence.”14 We thought that we could similarly distribute Harman’s Prince of Networks manuscript among a select group of people and organize a workshop on a smaller scale, where it could be constructively reviewed.

  However, on October 18, 2007 another unexpected email arrived via the ANTHEM Google Group, posted by one of our members, with the subject line: “Latour in London tomorrow.” As we had just begun discussing his Reassembling the Social book in our reading group that week, we were all keen to take this opportunity to meet the man himself. Latour spoke at the Serpentine Gallery in Hyde Park.15 He graciously chatted with our ANTHEM contingent of four both before and after the event, and autographed the Latour volumes each of us was clutching. He reminisced about his time at the LSE, asked us to pass on his warm regards to the people he still knew there, and generally seemed very amused about the existence of a Heidegger-Latour reading group. When it was time to say our goodbyes, he said (I’m quoting freely): “Wait a second. I’ll be coming to the LSE to give a lecture sometime next year,” at which point he reached into his pocket and took out his Palm handheld, to check the exact date. Being a proud owner of a Palm TX, I also took out mine. And this was the moment when not only the two Palm Pilots but also the stars became aligned, as we established that Bruno Latour and Graham Harman would both be at the LSE on February 4-5, 2008.

  In Reassembling the Social, in sharp contrast to Heidegger’s stark opposition between being and the nothing,16 Latour suggests that “…there might exist many metaphysical shades between full causality and sheer inexistence”17; this moment then was definitely one of the many mini-births of the Harman Review. Considering that a leading scholar of science and technology and PhD students of information systems were involved, it seemed most fitting that technological artifacts such as the Google Group, Facebook, PDF copies of Harman’s manuscript, the Palm handhelds and the ANTHEM blog all played such indispensible part in the midwifery that brought this symposium to life. However, the task of organizing the event had only just begun, and we faced a number of challenges. In the months that followed (and there weren’t that many, with the Christmas break in the middle), we had to painstakingly enroll, one by one, all the relevant stakeholders needed to make this thing work.

  When I refer to our little colloquium as ‘this thing,’ it’s not an attempt on my part to sound colloquial but to weave in the Heideggerian notion of the thing as gathering (Das Ding), which also appears to be Latour’s favorite Heideggerian concept, though with some modifications. Always the great etymologist, Heidegger made the following discovery (‘recovery’ would be a better word) for philosophy: “the Old High German word thing means a gathering, and specifically a gathering to deliberate on a matter under discussion, a contested matter.”18 In Making Things Public, Bruno Latour makes the link even more explicit between the thing as an object and the thing as a parliament (the words for parliament and thing are still almost identical in some Nordic countries).19 The thing that assembles, the thing that is an assembly, is the perfect metaphor for Latour to emphasize the relational, heterogeneous, contested and constructed character of things, what he calls “matters of concern.” It would be most appropriate then to describe the assembling of our particular gathering as a thing, an assembly which concerned itself with the contested matter of metaphysics.

  The building of our thing, our temporary laboratory, consisted of gathering all the necessary elements to construct the site (the experimental setup) and develop the program (the experimental protocol), two tasks that in practice were indistinguishable. First we formed the symposium organising committee, made up of Aleksi, Ofer, Wifak, and I, all doctoral students, later joined by Maha Shaikh, a Research Officer at ISIG. Then we needed to get the Information Systems and Innovation Group on board, as without their material, moral, and intellectual support the event would have remained a pipe dream. We were fortunate to find a pillar of support in Edgar Whitley, Reader in Information Systems, who proved to be instrumental in helping out both with advice on the format and with technical details such as the booking of the room. Whitley emerged as the ideal impartial chair for the event, given his parallel interests in Heidegger and ANT, which go back to the time of Latour’s stay in the department. Professor Leslie Willcocks, the head of ISIG, was also an enthusiastic and generous supporter of the symposium from the start, providing much needed institutional and financial support and a warm welcome to the participants on the day.

  Another important milestone was the formal acceptance of the two protagonists to take part, which, as I pointed out earlier, was facilitated by the movement of the stars. Besides our mini-Cerisy, Graham Harman planned to be in England in February 2008 anyway thanks to an impressive series of talks he had been invited to give, crisscrossing the country from south to north and east to west, from Bournemouth to Lancaster, from Bristol to Milton Keynes.20 Bruno Latour was coming to London to deliver a high-profile lecture at the LSE on February 4, 2008, as part of the Franco-British Europe Dialogues sponsored by the LSE European Institute, Sciences Po and the French Embassy.21 It was therefore relatively straightforward to settle on the February 5 date, especially since Harman’s manuscript had already done the work of enrolling Bruno Latour.

  Being the PhD students that we were, hungry for some answers, from the outset we were interested in making the event as interactive and constructive as possible. While at the time we hadn’t thought of it as an experiment (not until Bruno Latour uttered the word on the very day), we did want the event to produce some answers for everyone involved: for both of our speakers working on their respective manuscripts, for the audience with their diverse interests, and of course for our own projects. The idea of getting other scholars of Heidegger and/or ANT to engage with our speakers therefore came up early on. It went through a number of iterations, until finally we settled on the idea of having a panel of experts. We were extremely fortunate to be able to convince Lucas Introna and Noortje Marres to become our panelists, as they fit the bill perfectly thanks to their research interests and expertise as well as their historical links to the LSE’s Information Systems department and the speakers themselves.

  Professor Lucas Introna, the head of the Department of Organisation, Work and Technology at Lancaster University Management School, had been working at the LSE at the time of Latour’s visiting professorship. With his long-standing research interests in phenomenology, Heidegger, the philosophy of technology and also the work of Latour, he was ideally suited to take on the role of the resident Heideggerian panelist. Noortje Marres, at the time a Marie Curie Research Fellow in the Department of Sociology at Goldsmiths, was actually Latour’s research assistant during his stay at the LSE. He also served as her co-supervisor for her doctoral thesis. With her background in pragmatist philosophy and science and technology studies, she was an ideal defender of actor-network theory for the panel. Besides their important contributions on the day, both Introna and Marres had provided some invaluable input into the design of the proceedings during the planning stage, for which we were most grateful.

  The composition of the audience was another important concern of ours during the process of designing the format and developing the schedule for the event. While we always intended the symposium to have a relatively small number of participants, in order to allow for an intimate, collegial atmosphere and plenty of audience input, the limited stock of appropriate rooms available at the time of our booking had landed us with the constraint of a maximum of forty-five people. We also knew that due to Bruno Latour’s ‘rock star’ status in the social science community, our problem would not be how to fill up the room with an interested audience, but how not to offend those who would be non-invited or declined. (Fortunately, just the night before the symposium, Latour delivered his open lecture on Gabriel Tarde to a packed house in the LSE’s 450-seat Old Theatre, which took some of the pressure off of us.) As it was mid-December by the time we were in a position to send out invitations, we decided that it was too late to put in place a formal mechanism for inviting applications and thus selecting participants. Instead, we agreed on a personal and professional network-based recruitment strategy, meaning that we would invite people who had been known to us to have a deep-seated interest in either or both of the works of our two authors and who were also geographically relatively close to London, to increase the chances of attendance.
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