
It is impossible to “summarize” Reassembling the Social in ten minutes. After all, the entire book is meant to be a clear summary of Actor-Network-Theory. With that in mind, I will try to sketch out some of the key concepts and definitions and work through what it means to engage in an ANT study. 

In general (in this class), we are meant to apply the theoretical work in question to the novel of the week. This is a double problem for ANT, partially because we have no novel to apply it to this week, but also because Latour is adamant that ANT cannot be “applied” to anything. It is a negative, rather than a positive theory. Rather than giving us an overarching schema or framework into which we can plug an object, it simply gives us some guidelines for inquiry—a method of operating rather than a “powerful social theory.” 

It is different than doing a Marxist reading of a text, because Marxism attempts to interpret objects in specific, pre-determined ways, whereas ANT says, “I have no clue. Why don’t you follow the actors and find out.” With this in mind, after working through a brief summary of ANT, I would like to look at how an ANT study of the Rise of the Novel itself might be brought about. But for now, we need to get some key concepts into place.


First, what ANT?

"...redefining sociology not as the 'science of the social', but as the tracing of associations...a type of connection between things that are not themselves social." (5)
In short, ANT asks us to forgo the temptation to define individual phenomena through a “social theory” or “social explanation.” The “Social” (or Power, or the zeitgeist, or groups, or whatever) is not a given force that can be mobilized to explain smaller phenomena. Rather, Latour asks us to start at the other end—to explain the Social by the smaller phenomena that create and re-create it, the actors that continually perform it. 

Groups, for Latour, are performative—in other words, they only exist as long as actors continually perform in a way that confirms the existence and function of the group. This means we need to follow individual performances upward to understand the group that the actors themselves are assembling, rather than taking the group for granted and using it to explain individual performances.

As he quotes Tarde: "...rather than explaining lesser facts by greater, and the part by the whole--I explain collective resemblances of the whole by the massing together of minute elementary acts--the greater by the lesser and the whole by the part." (15)

“Society” is an enormous and problematic grouping, ostensibly containing all of us. The typical sociological stance has been to take Society as an already assembled entity that is capable of explaining the way we act—our interests, tastes, sense of humor, etc, can be defined by our “class,” by “culture,” by the various groups we belong to including our political party, church, school, etc. Latour sees this as a Russian doll theory because it places us all “inside” these giant social explainers. It also suggests some dark invisible forces hidden behind the scenes, manipulating us all without our knowledge (conspiracy theory, social determinism). In other words, traditional sociology explains the lesser by the greater.


Latour, like Tarde, wants to do the opposite—to start with the actors themselves and allow them to tell us about their groups. For Latour, the “Social” is not some driving force, but rather a specific type of fleeting connection, a relationship, an association. “Society” is a grouping that is created by the associations of various actors (human and non-human), whose continued performance allows it to continue existing (and Latour would like to avoid this grouping altogether). 

There is some durability built into the non-human institutions that are designed to perpetuate the performance—in jails, banks, political institutions, museums, freeways, houses, etc. Durability is always found in “things,” not “social forces” that have some power of their own outside of the objects they are found in. Even ideologies must be disseminated through speeches, scholarly articles, newspapers, etc. However, they are still performative, and if we stop performing groups, they stop existing.

"For ANT, if you stop making and remaking groups, you stop having groups. No reservoir of forces flowing from 'social forces' will help you." (35)

“Society” might exist, but if it does, it exists as a concept, not a social force, and if we want to say that it has an effect on something or someone, we must be prepared to locate that effect in specific interactions. In what institutions, in whose conversations, in which sociology journals, television programs, popular magazines, political speeches, can we see a concept being mobilized? ANT has to pay the full price of every connection. Instead of mobilizing powerful concepts, we have to focus on the particulars. We have to look at documents, speeches, conversations, interviews, newspapers, take all of the various ideas that are disseminated through them, and put them together to come up with the zeitgeist—we cannot simply mobilize the zeitgeist as a way to explain what is in conversations, newspapers, speeches, etc.

"Groups are not silent things, but rather the provisional product of a constant uproar made by the millions of contradictory voices about what is a group and who pertains to what." (31)
Definitions


Actor – anything that makes a difference. Humans/non-humans, it doesn’t matter. Intention is irrelevant.  Hammers, baskets, etc. There are shades between intention and non-existence—objects can encourage, block, facilitate, allow, authorize, etc. An actant is simply an actor who is not acting at a particular moment (or whose actions haven’t been noticed yet). 

The very actors in this room—the chairs, the tables, the windows, the TV, the lights, as well as the institution of UCSB, the English department, the concept of a “seminar,” our transcripts, the class schedule, time, etc—don’t determine how we will position ourselves in this room, or how we will act while we’re here from 2-5, but it would be hard to say they don’t exert some incredible influence. Allowing, encouraging, etc.

Intermediary: "what transports meaning or force without transformation." (39)

Mediators: "transform, translate, distort, and modify the meaning or the elements they are supposed to carry." (39). 

We treat too many objects as intermediaries when we should treat them as mediators. Latour himself claims that a “properly functioning computer” is a good example of a complex intermediary, which seems wrong to me, considering the ways in which the computer mediates writing (through word processing, and later through IM, e-mail, blogs), friendship (IM, e-mail, Facebook), business (Amazon, e-bay, bills), entertainment (games, Hulu, etc.). But I think his point is that we can take computers as intermediaries in our day-to-day life, as we do many things that act as planned, but in order to do this new sociology we need to understand them as mediators, and assume that input does not necessarily determine output.


Oligoptica vs. Panoptica. We need to go small. Where the Panopticon sees everything, the Oligopticon is myopic, seeing only tiny details. This is what he wants us to do. Pay for every connection, no simple sweeping answers, no social theory. No big picture distorting our understanding of particulars.

Finally, it is important that connections are made on a flat grid. This forces us to draw actual associations between things, instead of allowing three-dimensional “social forces” to swallow up individuals. If we place “America” next to an individual American on a grid, this is very different than subsuming the American within America. The latter simply attempts to explain the American by saying s/he is an American. The former forces us to make specific connections between the two actors. The American, of course, is one of the particulars that make-up the idea of America. The idea of American, in its turn, influences the American, but through TV, music, newspapers, political rallies, and other specific material associations that carry ideologies. America is “bigger” only in the sense that it is connected to many more actors than the individual American. It is not larger, but more well-connected.


For Latour, once a group has been assembled, the various actors and connections that gave rise to that group fade into the background, giving it the illusion of a natural object. This is why Latour maps out five “solutions” for “reassembling the social.” Because “objects appear associable with one another and with social ties only momentarily” (80), we have to do things to bring those momentary connections to light. We can study innovations as they occur, because this gives us a view of the various actors that come together in the creation of a new actor-network. For example, the light bulb today seems rather self-explanatory—an intermediary for transmitting light that seems so natural that we take it as already assembled. If we go back to Edison’s laboratory, however, we are forced to take into account the various actors that were all connecting (socially) with each other to assemble this new actor-network—within every lightbulb we should see Edison himself, as well as his assistants, his workshop, his lab notes, his raw materials, and also George Westinghouse and his other competitors, gaslight companies, the legal system, the patent office, the various lawsuits that he filed to maintain a monopoly, the electrical grid, the city streets, his own education, etc. etc. 

And once the lightbulb comes into being it becomes an actor in its own right, connecting with various other actors to enact great changes over our cityscapes, our habits, our time, the crime rate, the job market (where do all the gaslighters go?), etc. By going back to the time of innovation, when all these non-social (human and non-human) actors momentarily had social associations, we are able to reassemble the actor-network of the mediating light bulb, which today appears to be a simple intermediary. We forget that it changed the face of the world. What is Las Vegas without electric light? What is Earth Hour? What are night classes and spelunking and overnight delivery and bedtime? Indeed, what are epiphanies without the light bulb flashing over our heads?


However, this isn’t exactly studying an innovation, because it requires historical work (which is another way to do an ANT study). For “innovations,” Latour is referring to contemporary innovations, which obviously the light bulb is not. “When objects have receded into the background for good, it is always possible—but more difficult—to bring them back to light by using archives, documents, memoirs, etc. To artificially produce, through historians’ accounts, the state of crisis in which machines, devices, and implements were born.” (81). This is what we have done in looking back at the light bulb, and what we’re doing in this class by looking back to a historic moment in which the novel was very much not an assembled intermediary, but rather a “state of crisis” in which it will eventually be born (or grouped together after the fact).


There are three other ways we can do an ANT study. Breakdowns and accidents offer a great entry point—would the light bulb still seem a simple intermediary if the electrical grid suddenly failed? It is impossible to say how much of our lives would be interrupted by the loss of the light bulb, which seems to have faded into the background of our lives. We might also be able to view the Novel today in a state of breakdown as cyberpunk, the Kindle, Google Books, hyperlinks, etc, begin to force us to question what exactly a novel is.


We can also approach an object from distance of time or learning (what would an alien say about the novel?), or through fiction, which is basically a counterfactual history. 


So how does all of this pertain to the Rise of the Novel?  We already know that we will be approaching the rise of the novel as a historical moment in order to explore the “state of crisis” in which the “novel” is born. We will not be viewing the Novel as a platonic form, or as a given of any sort, but will rather be looking at the specific associations that gave rise to specific objects that we then retroactively grouped together under the title of “Novel”—a grouping that we continue to perform today through scholarly journals, bookstore sections, library catalogues, Oprah’s book club, and classes on the history of the “Novel.” 

This was one problem with the powerpoint presentation last week—it viewed the Novel as an already assembled entity—a genre that we simply didn’t “discover” for a while, but once we did it gradually asserted its authority over other genres in an imperialistic literary Empire. This presentation took the Novel as a given and traced its history. We also want to trace the history, but we don’t want to take any grouping for given. This is Latour’s first source of uncertainty. 


The flow chart, though better, also remained incomplete. It placed specific novels in more evolutionary terms, coming out of previous genres and feeding into future genres. But it situated the various authors only in the flow of intellectual history, seemingly assuming that authors are only influenced by other authors, and that pure thought exists outside of material history. This chart was lacking all the non-human actors that contributed to the rise of the novel, and indeed, that contributed to the creation of every single work on the list.


So how do we reassemble the novel? Already in the first week we have a number of human and non-human actors that contributed to the creation of the first “novels,” which should simply be viewed as objects that then exerted their own influence over the creation of subsequent objects. Like the light bulb, Pamela is now an already-assembled object, and we can view it as such. But what about when it was in the process of being assembled? We now have to look at all the actors involved. And we can already compile a rudimentary list. Lizzie and Roberta will get into Watt in more detail, so in way of transition, I would like to simply list the candidates offered in Watt as important actors in the Rise of the Novel (this from a brief scan of the first two chapters of Watt, and by no means exhaustive):


The “reading public,” the prose fiction of the past, the “rejection of universals,” Locke and Descartes, individualism, “formal realism,” journalism, literacy rates, the industrial revolution (freeing women from household work; putting poor people in the factories), theories of education and class, French heroic romances, wages, the cost of novels, circulating libraries, middle-class women, economic theory, apprentices, household servants, leisure-time, Gentleman’s Magazine, booksellers, patrons, the market-place, critical reviews, monopolies, Grub Street, etc. etc.

Of course, each of these “groups” (people, locations, occupations, ideas, etc.) is also an assemblage, is performative, and can be broken down into a number of other actors and associations. We should not make the mistake, to adapt Latour, of setting Sense and Sensibility on one side, and all of these non-human actors (including the ink, paper, binding, printing press, dialogue, sentence structure, paragraphs, social customs, physical setting, etc. that make up the novel) on the other and then claim “that of course there exist some (dialectical) relation between the two.” Sense and Sensibility is not separate from the various actors that assemble it, and does not exist except for the specific associations that built it. ANT traces connections, and “there is no empirical case where the existence of two coherent and homogenous aggregates, for instance technology and society (or, the novel and the reading public) could make any sense.” (76). Rather, the genre of the “novel” itself is a performative grouping that could disappear if ever we cease performing it, or change whenever it is performed differently. 

In exploring the rise of the novel, then, we should always put “novel” in scare quotes, and ask instead, what actors and associations made possible, encouraged, suggested, blocked, the creation of the specific objects that we have since come to group together as novels. 
