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Foreword

William Paulson

The instant I read that I saw another universe and I became another man.

Jean-Jacques Rousseau, Confessions

Unlike Jean-Jacques learning of the essay contest that would provoke him to write about politics, I did not fall down in an ecstatic trance, my shirt-front bathed in tears of felicity, when I first spotted a copy of We Have Never Been Modern on a bookstore shelf. That moment in October 1993 nonetheless marked one of the decisive turns of my intellectual life. Give credit to Bruno Latour, his translator Catherine Porter, and Harvard University Press: the title and the description on the back cover conveyed a crucial core of the book’s argument. What if modernity, instead of being superseded by a prefixed and ambiguously antithetical avatar of itself, had never really happened? What if science and the humanities, the “two cultures” that I (in a small way, on the margins of literary theory) had tried to follow Michel Serres and Henri Atlan and Ilya Prigogine in bridging, were not grounded on the opposing bedrocks of nature and society but were instead a set of practices devoted to producing or projecting a dualistic world?

If we take seriously the possibility that we have always been, and are still, nonmodern, our intellectual landscape looks surprisingly different. And so do literature and literary studies, invested as they have been for at least two centuries in being (or at least having been) modern. A year after first reading Latour, I told a conference of nineteenth-century French studies scholars that “we have never been nineteenth-centuryists”: we could not really consider “our” century more modern than its predecessors, nor could we in turn claim to be more modern, or more critical, than the figures and texts we studied. (They listened politely but, unsurprisingly, have gone on acting like dix-neuviémistes.) But it soon struck me that there was far more at stake in Latour’s challenges than periodization or disciplinary boundaries.

The massive intellectual investment in considering literature to have been modern more or less amounted to considering literature to have been Literature. Having once designated whatever was written down, at least the serious or enduring parts of what was written down, literature came to refer primarily to the “imaginative” genres (mainly poetry, fiction, drama). When preceded by words like “English” or “French,” it designated a corpus of texts going back to the middle ages, beginning with early writings in an identifiable state of a modern “national” language. Its boldest theorists, from the Jena Romantics to Mallarmé to Paul de Man, saw literature as autonomously powerful, powerful by virtue of autonomy: capable of producing a distinctive kind of knowledge by exploring the powers of literary language.

But if we question, with Latour, the “modernist settlement,” we must question as well many of the basic assumptions of literary culture about the specialness of literature, or language, or indeed the symbolic/cultural order in general. The modern sense of the aesthetic as a distinctive field, or of art “for art,” implies that a Great Divide is crossed when we pass into art or literature—we have transcended the everyday, messy tasks of organizing and making sense of the world with whatever means are at hand in favor of a higher, more distinguished mode of representation or invention. The figural and the literal, or narrativity and textuality, or simply good old Art and Life—these and a host of similar oppositions appear as the endpoints of modern polarities comparable to that of Nature and Society in We Have Never Been Modern. A nonmodern analysis would thus assert that these are not fundamental modes of being out of which actually existing entities are made via some sort of combination or dialectic, but are instead idealizations produced at no small cost via a disciplined process of purification—precisely the work that modern literature’s theorists and publicists were engaged in.

Nonmodern literary study will not reject the insights of formalism and semiotics, but will not take them to be the royal road of critique, ideological or otherwise. Words matter, but they matter in a less unique way than was generally thought in modern literary culture. They matter along with other entities that matter. If language were the essential site or medium of the construction of reality, then arguments among a structuralist, a deconstructionist, and a “traditional humanist” (whatever that disgraced straw man might once have been) must have been truly fundamental: existential in the way that this word has slipped away from its -ism and become allied to threat. But if reality is made of everything, the entire gamut of actants or actors admitted by Latour, all the future “stuff,” for example—galaxies, the Alps, isotopes, neighbors, gossip, pasta—that Italo Calvino once described as packed in “All at One Point” before the Big Bang, then those “French theory” debates amounted to squabbles over crumbs occasionally falling from the table, or (to put it in a vulgarly quantitative way) the last 5 percent of all the forces, forms, and constraints that shape our world. This may perhaps be the most intellectually and discursively sophisticated 5 percent, but sophisticated in the way of a court elite that doesn’t realize, in its delusions of refinement and centrality, that outsiders can just as well see it as a tiny province or subculture.

If we now can see things this way—or more specifically, if the process of scholarly review has allowed the above paragraph to be published—that is surely not just because Bruno Latour’s work has become known, but because literary studies cannot (and could never) be fully defined by the modernist process of purification. In the first place, many of the writers and theorists who asserted the specialness of literature did so as antimoderns: for them, literature was a privileged site of opposition to scientific, technical, and economic modernity. In addition, the disciplinary construction of literary studies, especially in the national literatures such as English and French, led to a curious coexistence of the modern and the nonmodern. These disciplines defined their canons in terms of a historical narrative running from the Middle Ages to (almost) the present day—a modern construct, to be sure, but one that preserves the premodern: the writings of Shakespeare and Montaigne are never really relegated to an outdated past, as they would be in a truly modern discipline. The study of literature, as organized, thus enacts a kind of nonmodernity by the inclusiveness of its historical scope.

More important, however, is the simple fact that for all of the definitional distinctions and attempts at purification that have characterized literature for a good two centuries now, writers (and scholars) have gone on doing what users of language have always done: putting words together in ways that affect their listeners or readers, that help make sense of parts of the world (or that contest the sense making already carried out by others). Just as for Latour the modern world has produced human/nonhuman hybrids and collectives of spectacular variety and complexity while claiming to separate nature and culture, so the works of modern literature and criticism continually articulate words and world, just as premodern utterances used to do. Moreover, literary scholars have not hesitated, in the decades since the heyday of high theory, to pursue their work of hybridization by running roughshod over the boundaries between the literary and the nonliterary, the elite and the popular, the linguistic and the visual. We may have tried hard to be modern, but for the most part we are not doing so anymore.

Lastly, the import of Bruno Latour’s central insights, or at least of the questions he has raised, seems only to grow with each passing year. His thesis that “the social” is not a purely human matter becomes ever more robust as we see the public sphere disrupted (if not ruined) by social media and related innovations. Having let memes and trolls and bots into our polity, we are obviously not the same collective with cheap silicon-based information processing devices that we were without them. And the need to acknowledge and counteract humanly produced climate change reminds us in the starkest possible way that there is no such thing as “humanity” (or “humanities”) separated from the material and nonhuman world—no society or culture (or “literature” or “discourse”) that is not bound up with the “collective of humans and nonhumans.”

Can one evoke such dire circumstances and then commend a collection of academic essays to the reader’s good will? Yes—because each field of inquiry needs to make its own kind of contributions, on its own terms. Latour’s words matter because they can contribute to restructuring or rearticulating the collective of which they—and humanities scholars, and the Earth’s oceans and atmosphere—are constituent parts. As Elisabeth Arnould-Bloomfield points out in her introduction, the essays collected here amount to a heterogeneous set of experiments in modifying intellectual outlooks and practices. Globally, we still have not learned enough from Latour, not figured out how to make his insights truly operative in enough contexts. Transformative as his words may have been for a few individuals, they will only truly matter to the extent that their effects become legion or, in his own term, collective. And to this project, the present volume, no less than comparable undertakings in other locales, is a needed and emblematic contribution.

December 30, 2019


Introduction: For a “Literary Anthropology”

Elisabeth Arnould-Bloomfield

I

This volume engages anew with William Paulson’s 2001 question—“what happens to literary and cultural criticism under the assumption of nonmodernity?”1 A few years ago, Paulson’s query brought Bruno Latour’s nonmodern philosophy into literature. It suggested that Latour’s thought might be relevant to the renewing of our current reading practices and that it could bring new blood into critical habits that might be wearing thin.2 Almost two decades later, Paulson’s inquiry is barely gaining ground. Latour may have, during that time, transformed science studies, the social sciences and philosophy, but his presence in the literary field is still lagging behind. There are only a handful of publications or conferences dedicated to his work, no “Latourian studies” units in departments, and Latour is often viewed with suspicion by cultural critics and scholars of the left. But there are also notable exceptions, and a few voices are currently making a case for the relevance of Latour’s thinking in today’s literary critical practices. In addition to Paulson, Rita Felski, Graham Harman, and David Alsworth have all advocated for the important role Latour’s thought could play in the renewal of our theoretical and critical practices.3 They have shown how Latour’s relational ontology gives renewed “ontological salience to all classes of beings,”4 and shifts our modern and postmodern understanding of representation and agency. Actor network theory, they argue, has the potential to bring distinctly new solutions to current impasses in the humanities. Its refusal of critique and reductionism as well as attention to the empirical can give new energy and heart to our interpretative and reading practices.

The texts in this collection take up issues raised in these earlier studies and aim to contribute to a general assessment of Latour’s relevance to literary criticism. They are, however, largely experimental and are not meant to offer a systematic reflection on Latour’s ability—or inability—to address literature’s unique “Mode of Existence.”5 They do not offer a sustained portrayal of what a new Latourian critical program might look like, nor do they seek to define and apply a literary actor network theory to our canon. What they do—in a more modest but also practical fashion—is to query and compose with Latour’s thought to see what kind of co-creation might emerge. This pragmatism comes with a fair amount of thematic heterogeneity: the following contributions span literary periods, genres, and themes. They also belong to varying subfields, specialties, and approaches—from animal studies and ecological politics to questions of literary history and critical methodology. Yet this diversity, however motley it may seem, is also an aspect of Latour’s philosophy and epistemology. For Latour, the critic is not the one who debunks and purifies but the one who assembles and offers participants areas in which to gather. Multiplying points of view and “matters of concern” on a topic is an essential aspect of Latour’s nonmodern critical ethos. And this is indispensable not because of a need for mere pluralism but because the very work of the nonmodern is to attach and reassemble. The nonmodern critic, writes Latour, is the one who “deploys instead of unveiling, adds instead of subtracting.”6 Unlike the anti- or postmoderns who criticize the modern Constitution but do not “mov[e] on to the empirical studies of the networks,” the nonmodern “takes simultaneously into account the modern Constitution and the population of hybrids that that Constitution rejects and allows to proliferate.”7 Her role then—our role—is to re-entangle all elements modern critique has separated (nature, society, and text) as well as multiply mediations and assemblages to give voice and freedom to different practices.

II

As the title of We Have Never Been Modern makes clear, Latour’s analysis of modernity differs substantially from the various strands of critique that make up the post-enlightenment Western tradition. Unlike most anti- or postmoderns, Latour does not set out to denounce modern “disenchantment,” its scientistic turn, or the commodification of its “culture industry.” He is also less concerned with identifying what modernity is than figuring out what it does, and what kind of “Constitution” legislates its practices. Traditional historians of ideas ascribe the origin of the modern revolution to changes such as the advent of experimental science, humanism, or Kantian metaphysics. But Latour is as mistrustful of interpretations that see modernity as a “radical break” as he is of monocausal explanations that attribute this break to a single source. Instead of looking for modernity’s specific moment, cause, and philosophical flavor, he settles instead on what appears to guarantee all other explanations of modernity: the nature–culture dualism.

Modernity, Latour argues, is a division of world and knowledge into two distinct realms: the factual realm of mechanical matter accessible only to science, and the human realm of mutable politics and representations. Although it appears to most moderns as a natural division of labor and an obvious “double ontological distinction,”8 this partition is much less organic yet more powerful. Its critical power stems from its clear yet reversible dualist framework, which allows moderns to switch at will between claiming the superiority of the cultural side over nature and leveraging nature against humans. The moderns, writes Latour, have found a way to be invincible because they are “able to reverse [their] principles without even the appearance of contradiction.”9 They may profess that nature is purely transcendent, and society constructed, only to reverse course and argue that society’s laws are absolute and nature constructed. This reversibility is neither an accident nor a mistake. It is an essential trait of the modern Constitution as Latour sees it emerging in the polemics opposing Boyle’s invention of factual science and Hobbes birthing of incontrovertible politics—both occupy two positions at once since Boyle makes “pure science” out of a wholly socially constructed (experimental) cloth and Hobbes wants politics that are so immanent and rational as to be natural.10 It is also at work in the critical ruptures and revolutions that redefine each stage of modernity as a new and contradictory intellectual era. Latour shows, for example, that the first enlightenment used the newly minted laws of nature in order to bring some scientific clarity to what it perceived as the epistemological muddle of the premoderns. But he also shows that its second, nineteenth-century phase rejected the naturalization of this first period and gave social and political sciences the task to parse out “the biases of ideology” from the truth of human freedom.11 As for later, twentieth-century modernity, it is not free of these reversals but totalizes or de-realizes their dialectics in the works of anti- and postmoderns. Regardless of period or position, the structure and power of the modern Constitution lie in this double posture that keeps mobilizing nature at the heart of social relationships or the socially constructed aspect of nature, even as it “leave[s] Nature infinitely remote from human beings.”12

The modern Constitution owes the power of its critique, and the universality of its reach, to an ability to occupy all critical positions at once. It is this aptitude at reversing and multiplying its stances which allows the moderns to cancel out polarities and to work in the middle where “everything happens by way of mediation, translation and networks.”13 This middle, it is true, does not exist, since it is, Latour writes, “unthinkable.”14 Yet it allows moderns to use the powerful resources of natural–cultural hybrid production while claiming to be working from an altogether different critical framework. Latour notes, for example, that the West did not so much overpower other natures-cultures with its rational order as it sold them on the separation of nature and power while overcoming their traditional networks with “large scale […] productions of hybrids.”15 This uncontrolled production of quasi-objects is the major difference between moderns and premoderns. The latter produce limited hybrids within carefully controlled natural–social networks, while the former produce countless new hybrids by mixing together “much greater masses of humans and nonhumans, without bracketing anything and without ruling out any combinations.”16

This paradoxical diagnostic of the modern Constitution as a dual and reversible set of practices is what gives Latour’s analysis its originality and power. It is also the source of his controversial statement that “we have never been modern.” Although this claim has been read by some as a somewhat flippant denial of Enlightenment, it is clearly both less glib and more far-reaching. Latour does not argue with traditional readings of modernity as the revolutionary (Copernican) division between nature and human knowledge. But he argues that these readings are partial and that, relocated within the full, two-tiered, structure of the modern Constitution, they lose their acumen. To modern, antimodern, and postmodern readers located within the first half of the Constitution, the critical revolution is still ongoing through a succession of ever more purified stances—such as the antimodern rehabilitation of nature or the postmodern skeptical recusal of reality. To less “critical” readers—science studies practitioners, “anthropologists of the moderns”17—who acknowledge the Constitution’s second set of hybrid practices, it has never fully happened. For them, we have indeed never been modern because the purifying split between humans and nonhumans has not—and could never have—fully materialized. No temporal and logical break was ever successful at parsing out new purified subjects and objects from the imbroglios of premodern knowledge because all things are, in the human world, multiple and hybrid. Boyle’s air pump and the mixed objects of experimental science are not substantially different from Amerindian natural–cultural webs. Only two things distinguish these classes of hybrids, according to Latour. (1) They are different in scale, not kind. Modern networks are not controlled and saturated like those of the premodern or traditional nature-cultures. They involve looser and bigger webs of actors; yet, this increase allows “scarcely anything more than small extensions of practices, slight accelerations in the circulation of knowledge”18 and a paradoxical expansion in the “socialization of nonhumans.”19 (2) The second, more crucial, difference between these hybrids is one of precedence: moderns start with purified representations of hybrid mediations and acknowledge them only insofar as they can be told apart: pre- and nonmoderns reverse the process and begin with mixed objects and mediations to work out how they construct representations, showing both the promises and limits of the societies that create them.

If Latour calls moderns and their Constitution “nonmodern,” then, it is hardly for the sake of paradox. It is because the modernity we usually identify with a revolution in science and politics is itself a politically powerful invention of the Constitution’s upper level, and because modernity in a larger—less purified—sense is itself an admixture of conceptual discriminations feeding a lower layer of translations. The exact nature of this relationship between the first and second levels of the Constitution is not entirely clarified in the book—Latour only suggests that the two levels are mutually constitutive and that the repression of hybrids makes their intermixing more frequent. What is clear, however, is that all purifications can be shown to contain a blend of human and nonhuman elements and that there is, for Latour, no exception to the rule of universal translation. All objects are co-constituted by matter and mind. Everything, including those things we see as real and primary—rocks, stars, whales, microbes—is made of the entanglement of various material and conceptual agents. Such entanglement has nothing to do with the still dualist belief in some sort of representation of matter by mind. Nor should it be seen as the synthesis or combination of two discrete objects. It is true that Latour’s vocabulary can be ambiguous. The word “hybrid,” for example, appears to name the admixture of two discrete things. But Latour is a true “relationist”: like Deleuze, Barad, or Haraway, he gives priority to the relation over its terms and sees it as a process wherein two entangled agencies co-elaborate each other. For him, relations create entities rather than the other way around. And his hybrids are not the heterogeneous collusion of two separate actors, but the condition and process of their emergence—Barad calls this process “intra- (rather than inter-) action.”20

This relational principle is at the core of Latour’s ontology and epistemology. It structures a world very different from the more dualistic cosmos of the moderns: a world in which all “actors” are hybrid and caught in a dynamic process of relations between various “collectives” or “networks.” This world is not made of various entities with more or less substantial properties—natural and artificial, subjective and objective. It is made of concrete actors defined as the distribution of a force rather than the position of a substance. These actors encounter “a motley armada of forces, humans among them.”21 They engage with all in the trials that define and constitute them; and all are equally reshaped (translated) by these relational flows, which compose the world. Everything, for Latour, is in composition with everything else. Nothing exists by itself. Even nature and culture are actors among others in various networks.

Latour’s relational ontology—more commonly known as “Actor Network Theory”—has profound implications for knowledge. One of the most crucial and transformative aspects of this theory is the immanent character of all objects and networks. In Latour’s nonmodern cosmos, children, raindrops, archbishops, rocks, philosophers, concepts—or any other haphazard actors Latour likes to include in his inventories—all have “the exact same ontological footing.”22 They are all participants in a “democracy” of human and nonhuman actors and are defined by the mediations and alliances they form within their networks. The epistemological ramifications of this “flat ontology”23 are as wide-ranging as they are significant and begin with a radical representational shift. Latour has repeatedly described, in his studies of modern science and philosophy, the problematic power of the optical metaphor and its representational apparatus. Such optical schemes are based on a dualist model with a fixed geometry. The observer is away from the object of her gaze and her view is both contingent upon and hindered by this transcendent position. Her perspective on phenomena may be clouded by her own bias or distorted by her knowledge, but it is always threatened by the mediations involved.24 Such representational setup, with its dream of transparency and saltatory scheme,25 makes the very work of knowledge invisible. By contrast, in Latour’s immanent networks, observers are inside their web of relations as well as immanent and mobile. So are objects and ideas. And because knowledge is no longer defined by the mirroring of an object by a subject, it no longer sees its mediations as obstacles but as connectors. Knowing now happens in the middle: in the relations and alliances that recompose objects in their webs. It is no longer invested in the subject and object poles, but in the visible processes of translations. This resettlement entails, of course, a profound shift
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