SYMPOSIUM

Actor-Network Theory, Marxist Economics,
and Marxist Political Ecology”

Alan P. Rudy and Brian |. Garean

Science and technology studies have generated increasing interest within Marxist
circles. In this symposium, we focus on Actor-Network Theory, a topic that has, at times,
sparked misguided debate due to misunderstanding on both sides. On the whole, though,
green Marxisms and ANT have maintained relative distance from each other. The articles in
this symposium seek to narrow the gap. Whether considering Marx’s deep concerns with the
natural sciences, metabolic socionatural relations, and “natural” obstacles to capital,1 Marx’s
discussion of constant capital’s contribution to maintaining capital’s “monopoly of property
[in] and access to the material means of production,” or Engels’ attempt at creating a single,
social-natural ontology in the Dialectics of Nature, Marxism has a deep historical concern with
relations between natures, sciences, technologies and societies. These traditions are, of
course, intertwined with the history of critical science studies, which assessed the
contradictions of the hegemony of technoscientific and industrial power over sociopolitical
and aesthetic values;' the enforced irrationality of alternatives to scientific and political
technics;” the relationship between declining environmental conditions, economic
productivity and social quality of life;” the ways the domination of nature served as a means
of social domination;’ the character of science as social relations and labor processes;8 the
idea of nature, the production of nature, and their relation to history, science and capitalism;g
and science as politics."

More recently, as Marxists have sought to deal with environmental crises and issues
of the production and construction of natures, questions of science and technology have
proven unavoidable, as evidenced by the number of articles on this topic in the first volumes
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of this journal. However, discussions of nature, the environment, science, and technology
have tended to focus on issues internal to the Marxist tradition, where materialism (quite
propetly) rules the roost. By contrast, and particularly since 1980, critical science and
technology studies have focused on an alternative material abstraction, that of
technoscience.' It is the scholarship relative to technoscience—rather than science and
technology—that has reverberated across critical political ecology over the last decade and a
half."” Of course, technoscience studies are not unitary. They can be generally broken into
three internally differentiated, but nevertheless competing forms—all of which tend to be
quite critical of Marxism and political economy more generally: 1) those of sociological
constructivisms" 2) socialist and interactionist feminist studies of science, technology, and
medicine,"* and 3) actor-network theory."

The materialism of Marxist political ecology has long engaged in critical—if not
always fair—discussions of (social) constructivism. At the same time, Marxist political
ecologists have largely ignored or been silent in the face of feminist science studies. By
contrast, Actor-Network Theory (ANT) has been embraced fairly widely by critical political
ecologists, many of whom had previously embraced forms of Marxist analysis. With the
publication in 2004 of Bruno Latout's The Politics of Nature, ANT ventured into political
ecological terrain.'® A little earlier, it had moved from studies of technoscience into the
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analysis of economics.”” While ANT has been regularly engaged within Marxist geography,'®
CNS has had little to say about it. Following on Wainwright’s' recent review of The Politics of
Nature in these pages, we seek to intensify the focus.

ANT remains rather poorly understood by most Marxists, most of whom are critical
realists of one stripe or another. Peter Dickens, for example, categorizes and dismisses both
Bruno Latour and Donna Haraway as “social constructivists.” Dickens suggests that:
“la]ccording to this view, there is no reality at all independent of power and language. It is all
social construction.”” At the same time, ecological Marxism seems to exist only in negative
space for “ANTers.” Here, Sarah Whatmore claims that Marxism views nature as an effect
of human power/agency, on the one hand, and unavoidably distinct from humans in theory
and practice, on the other.” Neither Dickens’ nor Whatmore’s analysis is accurate or fair. A
more interrogative reading, in both directions, sheds light on the contributions each might
make to the other.

Fine, Rudy and Gareau have different approaches to ANT. Appropriately, each
presents the methodology somewhat differently.”” But the three generally agree on what
ANT is, what it is trying to do, and the consistency of its major flaws. Briefly, ANT is a non-
modern relational mode of analysis. The non-modern core of ANT focuses on a reasonable
frustration with the many reified dualisms, from nature-society to science-politics, subject-
object, and macro-micro attributed to Enlightenment, science, and philosophy. Quite
properly, ANT is interested in the material articulations and semiotic assemblages upon
which an assumed-to-be asocial nature and equally un-natural society depend.” In Marxist
parlance, it possesses a materialist conception of history. Further, adherents to ANT refuse
to assume that subjects are uniquely active and objects are unavoidably passive in relations
between (social) agents and (natural) conditions or (science-based) technologies. However, as
is so often noted, ANT takes the strong stance that humans, natures, and technologies ought
to be treated—at least initially—as equal participants, which are all enrolled in a network and
which (may) contribute in a mutually constitutive fashion to the generation of the world as
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we know and relate to it. The point is to stress the symmetrical study of controversial and
normal science as well as the human and non-human contributions to technoscience.”* Here,
the opposition to reification in ANT is as much about desocialization as it is about
denaturalization.

ANT emerged primarily from Latour’s work in the late 1970s and throughout the
1980s in laboratory and science studies. The focus in this work was on following engineers
and scientists in order to assess the means by which they enroll technological objects, natural
processes, biological entities, and other human actors in their projects—a variant, up to a
point, of treating science as a labor process.” Stabilized networks of enrolled actants,
assemblages of humans and non-humans, particularly those capable of being extended
widely across space, are seen as “black-boxed” “immutable mobiles” with power that can be
sustainably expressed in widely dispersed and diverse places. Power, in this quasi-
Foucauldian approach, is a network effect, not something wielded by social individuals over
objectified others or natures. A core problem with modernity for Latour and ANT is that it
generates ever-greater numbers of socionatural hybrids but insists on categorically purifying
each hybrid so that it may be defined as Natural or Social. For Latour, the conception of
Nature and Society as separate entities is fictitious. Rather they represent networked
associations of actants meeting “in the middle.”*

Among other things, ANT seeks to resolve the debate between realists and
constructivists by viewing Nature and Society not as poles in a dualism but as symmetrical
products of modernist articulations of the human and non-human. Nature is neither
passively real—so as to be actively represented by science—nor the product of social
activity, merely a social construction.”” Technoscience, then, is the dynamic process of give
and take between humans and non-humans, including machines.

As Breslau notes:

For actor-network, symmetry is not a way of bringing in nonhumans, but
a way of abolishing a set of groundless « priori divides between types of
agents and between metaphysical properties. The distinction between
humans and others is constructed, as is that between immanence and
transcendence. Thus, Jones is accurate in discussing actor-network as a
realist semiotics .... [I]t refuses any unbridgeable gulf between signs and
a more fundamental but inaccessible real world.”

This position is important for two reasons: 1) it provides non-human objects with a
more active role in shaping socionatural relations, and 2) methodologically, it emphasizes the
accommodations that must be made by, to, and within technoscientific relations as they are
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generated and extended in time and space.” Yet, by emphasizing the power of
technoscientific relations—and therefore preferentially opening its black boxes—ILatour and
ANT have a tendency to background many of the sociopolitical worlds (and their inequities)
associated with, supported by, and always infusing technoscience.

ANT is interested in the symmetrical contributions of humans and non-humans to
technoscientific articulations, and for those purposes, it chooses to treat human agency in a
non-judgmental way and effectively equate it to non-human agency. But ANT’s assumption
of homogeneity between human and natural agency is problematic.” The goal, as Callon
explains, is to permit “an explanation of how a few obtain the right to express and to
represent the many silent actors of the social and natural worlds they have mobilized.”
However, this partial symmetry, where a few (humans) still express and represent silent
humans and non-humans, has fallen increasingly by the wayside in the subsequent
development of ANT and its ontology.”

The following articles will illustrate the problems ANT creates in its attempt to
ameliorate the dichotomies of Enlightenment thought, the potential contribution that ANT
provides to Marxist political ecology, and the new directions in which political ecology can
and must move in order to maintain its salient presence today.
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