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Foreword

by Peter-Paul Verbeek

Against the background of the many crises the world is currently going through as a result of technological developments, the idea that “Modernity” equals “improvement” seems further away than ever. Global warming, geopolitical tensions, and the disruptive cultural, societal, and political impacts of digital technologies have shown that technological developments can never be seen as a simple shortcut to paradise.

The debate around modernity has long been dominated by a tension between “conservatism” and “progressivism.” While conservative thinkers reject modernity for the disenchantment, alienation, and inequality it would bring, progressive thinkers have emphasized how science and technology have great potential to address societal challenges and to improve the quality of life on Earth. This book brings together the ideas of two central and critical contributors to this debate: Martin Heidegger and Bruno Latour. And by doing so, it takes us beyond the binary opposition between merely being “for” or “against” modernity.

Both thinkers have raised controversy, albeit in unique and completely different ways. Martin Heidegger was not only a very influential philosopher but also a member of the Nazi party. He never distanced himself from the Nazis after the Second World War, and his personal notebooks, which were published decades after the war, contain explicitly anti-Semitic statements. All of this is a reason for some not to engage with his work anymore. Bruno Latour, on the other hand, was at the center of the so-called “Science Wars”: a fierce debate about the alleged “relativism” of some thinkers in Science and Technology Studies (STS), who were accused of being “postmodernists” denying the existence of scientific facts and truth. In fact, though, Latour has always stayed away from postmodernism, labeling his own approach as “amodern” and claiming that we have actually “never been modern.”


Also, between Heidegger and Latour was antagonism: Latour has explicitly distanced himself from Heidegger several times, criticizing Heidegger’s nostalgic and anti-technological romanticism. But while Heidegger seemed to long for premodern times and Latour claimed that the idea of modernity is a big mistake, both thinkers have developed profound critiques of modernity—critiques that are more congenial than they seem to be at first sight. The “theoretical fieldwork” that Søren Riis undertook to study the relations between them lays bare many new insights that can provide guidance in addressing the crises we are currently facing.

Both Heidegger and Latour have developed new ways to understand the relations between humans and nature, subject and object, social sciences and natural sciences, human beings and technological artifacts, the living and the dead. Both have revealed how science and technology are connected to our understanding of the world and ourselves. The dialogue between their approaches, as brought about by this book, results in a new way to understand how modern science and technology require a new metaphysics that overcomes the split between human subjects and nonhuman objects, and a new philosophical anthropology that can do justice to the intricate relations between humans and technologies that have emerged with scientific and technological developments.

Modernity and Technology organizes a much-needed encounter between two thinkers who have never met but who have, each in their own way, profoundly shaped late twentieth and early twenty-first-century philosophy. Experiencing this encounter through the eyes of Søren Riis and against the background of the crises that the world is currently facing brings a new depth to our understanding of their work and to the ways in which we could address the challenges of the twenty-first century.


Introduction


Climate change, mass extinction, and surveillance capitalism are just a few of the major dangers facing late modernity. All these threats appear to be intensifying, and none of them would be possible without modern technologies. Humanity has unleashed astounding powers that have proven exceedingly difficult to control. Moreover, attempts at control have frequently resulted in the creation of further experimental technologies and exacerbated hazards. Without succumbing to fatalistic dystopian or technological determinist perspectives, there is an urgent need today to critically reexamine how we conceptualize and develop new technologies.

The French thinker Bruno Latour (1947–2022) comprehended both the systemic dangers posed by modern technologies and the vulnerability of life on Earth, but only in the last years leading up to his death. It wasn’t until the 2010s and Latour was in his sixties that he really came to acknowledge the major systemic consequences of modern technology for life on Earth. In his last writings, he was a vocal critic of late Western civilization and its disastrous trajectory, without, however, explicitly admitting to problems pertaining to his prior long-standing optimism regarding technology (Latour 2017, 2018). Though his older German counterpart and critic of modernity, Martin Heidegger (1889–1976), did not live to witness these evolving global dangers, he nonetheless exhibited prophetic foresight in his warnings against modernity.

This book investigates the concept of modernity and its relationship with technology. This investigation is carried out by addressing the tension and mutual ground between two of the most prominent thinkers working on this highly debated relationship, Bruno Latour and Martin Heidegger. The phenomena and questions examined here range from the mundane to the complex, from the perilous to the aesthetic. It is posited that, despite apparent differences, these two authors exhibit remarkable and profound similarities when their respective understandings of modernity are scrutinized. Furthermore, I argue that these commonalities warrant consideration, as they may illuminate avenues of breakthrough and salvation from some of the major threats of the twenty-first century.

Two passages from Latour are taken as the point of departure for this potentially provocative book, since they may prove helpful in navigating the interpretive journey ahead. “Since nothing is, in and of itself, either equivalent, or not equivalent, two forces cannot associate without misunderstanding” (Latour 1993b, 168). The second illustrative yet profound passage is also taken from The Pasteurization of France. In this passage, Latour employs a phenomenological thought experiment to present a first-person perspective on the interpretive practice of science. This text is quoted here because it can also be related to the task of unfolding two remarkable thinkers such as Latour and Heidegger; it sets the stage for my interpretive endeavor:


I don’t know how things stand. I know neither who I am nor what I want, but others say they know on my behalf, others, who define me, link me up, make me speak, interpret what I say, and enroll me. Whether I am a storm, a rat, a rock, a lake, a lion, a child, a worker, a gene, a slave, the
































Notes


	1. I first read this quote in Graham Harman’s original and well-written introduction to Bruno Latour, entitled “Prince of Networks: Bruno Latour and Metaphysics” (2009). Harman writes, “The absence of rats, lions and lakes from mainstream philosophical debate speaks not against Bruno Latour, but against the bland default metaphysics that reduces objects to our human access to them” (Harman 2009, 25). My intention with this reference is to read it autobiographically and somewhat ironically and thus use it to emphasize the difficulty in knowing who Bruno Latour really is and my own efforts associating Latour with Martin Heidegger. Interpreted this way, the quote also echoes a later statement of Latour, “‘we’ no longer know who we are, nor of course where we are, we who had believed we were modern . . . End of modernization. End of story. Time to start over” (Latour 2013, 10).

	2. Cf. Kochan (2010).

	3. The interesting full quote is as follows:

	I was born a Sloterdijkian. When, thirty years ago, I was preparing the proofs of laboratory Life, I had included in the pictures, to the disgust of my scientist informants, a black-and-white photograph of the air-conditioned machinery of the Salk Institute in which I had done my fieldwork. “What does this have to do with our science?” they asked, to which I could only reply: “Everything.” Without knowing it, I had always been a “spherologist,” as I discovered about twenty years later when I became familiar with Peter Sloterdijk’s work in another locally situated, airconditioned place: his school in Karlsruhe, which was separated by no more than one courtyard from the Center for Art and Media, where I twice had the great chance to experiment with installations and exhibitions—what, with Peter Weibel, we call a Gedanke Ausstellung or “thought exhibition,” the equivalent in art of a “thought experiment” in science. (Latour 2009, 139)

	4. An early version of this chapter has been published in Social Studies of Science (Riis 2008a).

	5. Together with a former student, Andreas M. Gregersen, I have written an article about what could be called Latour’s positive notion of religion (Gregersen and Riis 2015).

	6. In this context, postphenomenology, as developed by Don Ihde, Peter-Paul Verbeek, Robert Rosenberger, and others, may also be read as a mediator between Latour and Heidegger, and Ihde as a progressive heir of Heidegger’s philosophy (Cf. Ihde 1995, 2003; Ihde and Selinger 2003; Verbeek and Rosenberger 2015; Verbeek 2016).

	7. My book on Heidegger, Unframing Heidegger’s Understanding of Technology, may indeed be read as a thorough critique of him (Riis 2018).

	8. Cf. Latour: “The text, in our discipline, is not a story, not a nice story, it’s the functional equivalent of a laboratory. It’s a place of trials and experiments” (Latour 2004b, 69).
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