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Abstract: This introductory essay conceptually situates the dialogue between Actor-Network 
Theory (ANT) and Social Movement Studies that this special issue aims to foster. Rather 
than considering ANT as a theory in the classic sense, we define it as a theoretical sensibility 
open to permanently redrawing its own shape in response to the relational entanglements it 
studies. ANT and its sibling, assemblage theory, have allowed scholars to attend to the 
complex ecologies within which agents, both human and non-human, mobilize to effect 
change in overlapping social, ecological, economic, and technological realms. In these 
studies, relations take precedence over substances, thereby forging a radically decentered, 
redistributed approach to mobilisation. As such, ANT offers a point of departure from 
dominant understandings of social movements that rely on modernist, dualist epistemologies; 
ANT studies have expanded the body politic through the incorporation of non-human actants, 
and redefined collective action as a form of association between heterogeneous entities. 
Ultimately, we argue that ANT is a useful tool in the task of constructing forms of attention 
and care that aspire to learn from and think with social movements, rather than explaining 
them away.  
 
 
Key words: actor-network theory, assemblage, social movements, ontology, epistemology 
 

 

Correspondence Address: [Israel Rodríguez Giralt, IN3 - Internet Interdisciplinary Institute, 
Universitat Oberta de Catalunya, Av. Carl Friedrich Gauss, 5 
08860 Castelldefels (Barcelona), Spain. irodriguezgir@uoc.edu]  
 

Notes on Contributors 

Israel Rodríguez-Giralt is Full Research Professor at the Internet Interdisciplinary Institute at 
Universitat Oberta de Catalunya, where he coordinates the CareNet Research Group. His 
research aims at connecting the Study of Social Movements and Science and Technology 
Studies. He has studied the role of technoscience in environmental activism and the politics 
of embodied knowledge within disability activism. His current research focuses on 
technoscientific activism and new forms of social experimentation, mobilization and public 
engagement, particularly in disaster situations. 
 
Isaac Marrero-Guillamón is a Lecturer in Anthropology at Goldsmiths, University of London. 
His work examines the relationship between aesthetics and politics; more specifically the 
ways in which activism, artistic practice and cultural artefacts may contribute to the 
production of new conditions of possibility for collectives. He has explored this 
question ethnographically, through the study of urban (Barcelona, London) and eco-artistic 
(Fuerteventura) controversies.  

https://maps.google.com/?q=Av.+Carl+Friedrich+Gauss,+5+08860+Castelldefels+(Barcelona&entry=gmail&source=g
https://maps.google.com/?q=Av.+Carl+Friedrich+Gauss,+5+08860+Castelldefels+(Barcelona&entry=gmail&source=g
mailto:irodriguezgir@uoc.edu


Denise Milstein is a Lecturer in Sociology at Columbia University. Her work develops a 
relational, historically informed perspective at the intersection of art, politics and the 
environment. Her current projects examine the evolution of relationships between and among 
the changing environment – natural and human built – and local communities, artists, and 
scientists in New York City and in Tierra del Fuego (through the Ensayos nomadic research 
program). She is most interested in the dynamics that link cultural shifts and social change. 

 

Acknowledgements: [The authors wish to thank the authors and reviewers that contributed 
to this issue with their writing and critiques. We also thank the SMS editorial staff for their 
support throughout the assembling of this issue.] 

 

  



 
Reassembling Activism, Activating Assemblages: An Introduction.  
Israel Rodríguez-Giralt, Isaac Marrero-Guillamón, Denise Milstein. 
 
  
This special issue is the result of multiple encounters – between the editors, with the authors, 

between the authors and the movements they studied, between these movements and the 

constellation of entities that constitute their constituency, and between Actor-Network 

Theory (ANT) and other disciplinary approaches to social movements. We speak of 

encounters in order to highlight the sense of unexpectedness that surrounded this meeting of 

new collectives, ideas, and colleagues. The collection may have started with an invitation to 

think about social movements as actor-networks, but the materials gathered here transcend 

any straightforward identification between activist and conceptual formations. Indeed the 

ANT we are interested in reclaiming is not in the business of prefiguring either – rather, we 

associate it with a theoretical sensibility that is capable of redrawing both its own shape and 

that of the relational entanglements it studies. 

  

This theoretical movement is indeed very clear in the work of Bruno Latour, a conversation 

with whom closes the issue. Even though he is a key figure in the development of ANT, his 

recent work (Latour 2012, 2017) has moved away from the concept of the actor-network as 

the main entry point to the study of the social in favour of greater openness to the variety of 

‘modes of existence’ of entities and collectives, as well as the search for a conceptual 

language better equipped to articulate and examine the new situations and challenges our 

societies are facing – particularly the New Climate Regime, to use his own words. 

  

In a similar sense, each of the articles in this issue, while explicitly drawing from ANT’s 

characteristic terminology, articulates its own analytic vocabulary. The authors’ encounters 

and engagement with singular social movements produced specific theoretical formations, 



dialogues and variations. We argue that through these we may best observe and evaluate the 

contribution of ANT to the study of social movements. This introduction provides a roadmap 

to this task. 

  

Towards a sociology of association 

  

To paraphrase one of its founders, ANT is not a coherent, unitary approach, but rather a 

diffuse set of tools, sensibilities, and analytical methods which treat the social and natural 

worlds as the effect of continually generated webs of relations among heterogeneous 

elements: objects, subjects, humans, machines, animals, ideas, organizations, and so on (see 

Law, 2008: 141). As such, it is difficult to characterize or summarize it in few words. And 

yet, it is helpful to immerse ourselves in one of its most important and characteristic notions: 

the network (or actor-network1). Given the importance of this notion to the conceptualization 

of present social movements, even if from perspectives different from the ones presented in 

this issue, we rely on the notion of an actor-network to pursue the main contributions we 

believe this perspective has to offer. 

 

The notion of actor-network emerged in the late 1970s and early 1980s, in the context of 

Bruno Latour’s laboratory studies at the Salk institute (see Latour, 1987; Latour and 

Woolgar, 1979). In those studies, he applied his anthropological gaze to the semiotics of the 

practices that lead to the production of scientific facts. In the laboratory Latour observed that 

arguments about the world were vague and constantly mixed the social and the natural. He 

also realized that scientists in the lab use a variety of methods to ‘recreate’ nature (Latour, 

1987). These means include technological instruments, inscription tools (Latour and 

Woolgar, 1979), literary techniques for persuasion such as those used in scientific 



publications (Latour, 1987), or political strategies (Knorr-Cetina and Cicourel, 1981). These 

methods and tools have generally been excluded both from sociological explanations and 

from the very narrative science develops about its own production. Science, as Latour 

observes, relies on a system of purification which systematically marginalizes the 

heterogeneous network of relations on which it relies and depends (Latour and Woolgar, 

1979).  

 

Latour’s first formulation of a network emerged through that work, and represented the 

variety of activities that support and link scientists and engineers with ideas, groups, and 

technology. The network soon transcended the realm of science. ANT theorists argue that any 

entity with apparently clear boundaries, seemingly isolated from what surrounds it, could 

easily fall apart. An accident, a failure, or an unexpected interruption is enough for this entity 

or object to reveal the complex web of elements and entities that sustain it (Callon, 1987). 

  

To speak of networks, then, is to speak of associations, of relations, of chains of materially 

heterogeneous elements which make possible the existence of a specific entity or actor. These 

networks are, as a result, different from the networks that have generally characterized 

sociology or geography. We are not before ‘social networks,’ ‘communicative networks,’ or 

‘power networks.’ This notion of network has nothing to do with a logic, a technological 

operator, or a social form that interconnects and organizes already existing elements (López, 

2005). The actor-network is a relational product halfway along the path between actors and 

networks, in Callon’s words, 

  

‘(...) reducible neither to an actor alone nor to a network. Like networks it is 

composed of a series of heterogeneous elements, animate and inanimate, that have 



been linked to one another for a certain period of time [...] But the actor network 

should not, on the other hand, be confused with a network linking in some predictable 

fashion elements that are perfectly well defined and stable, for the entities it is 

composed of, whether natural or social, could at any moment redefine their identity 

and mutual relationships in some new way and bring new elements into the network’ 

(Callon, 1987: 93).  

 

The concept of actor-network therefore manifests an important semiotic principle for ANT: 

all things are what they are because of the relationships they hold with other things, not 

because of an essential quality (Akrich and Latour, 1992). In other words, the objects or 

entities we analyze don’t exist on their own; rather, they are constituted in and by the 

networks of which they are a part (Law and Mol, 1995). This, without a doubt, is the most 

controversial thesis underlying ANT, not least because is confronts modernist essentialist 

assumptions according to which we have theorized key social questions, including the issue 

of agency. In this new paradigm, agency is no longer a characteristic exclusive to humans. On 

the contrary, in actor-networks, or actant-rhizomes (Latour, 1999), or assemblages (Law, 

2004; Farías and Bender, 2010), humans and non-humans constantly exchange properties, 

competencies, and identities (Latour, 1994). In this context, agency is the result of webs of 

association, that is, the consequence of a composition of elements, a delegation, or a 

distribution within a particular, hybrid entanglement (Michael, 2000). And yet, some 

networks may seem more ‘human’ or ‘non-human’ than others. Some may appear more 

‘individual,’ while others seem more ‘collective.’ Most importantly for ANT, all these 

entities result from the activity of materially heterogeneous networks. They emerge from 

entanglements of elements that don’t previously hold any ontologically fundamental relation 

among them. 



 

This privileging of relation over substance is, undoubtedly, one of the main contributions of 

ANT. As Escobar and Osterweil (2013) observe, ANT interrogates the very notion of ‘the 

social’ which has traditionally dominated social thought.2 Later, in Reassembling the Social 

(2005), Latour returned to this issue, insisting that the point is to slow down traditional 

sociology (given to over-interpreting, looking for short cuts, and rapidly summarizing 

complex situations using large concepts and abstractions). In this context, the actor-network 

is an innovative tool with which to unravel the dichotomies woven from the purifying 

ambitions of modern thought -- in a sense, an antidote to modern thought (Latour, 1991). 

Through a principle of generalized symmetry (Callon, 1986; Domènech and Tirado, 1998), 

the actor-network transforms a substance formerly understood as self-contained into the 

complex ecology of allies, accomplices, tributaries, and helpers it needs to subsist. It is, in 

this sense, a form of registering, a measure capable of slowing down and making visible each 

element that had previously been invisible, and which thus becomes a participant in the 

configuration of a specific phenomenon or actor (Latour, 2011). As such, it is also an effort to 

revisit the neo-monadological project initiated over a century ago by Gabriel Tarde,3 whose 

work has been foundational for social movement theory (Marrero-Guillamon, 2015). For 

Latour (2011), the actor-network holds the potential of connecting people across disciplines. 

Whether as biologists, urban theorists, neuroscientists, sociologists, or ecologists, scientists 

all confront the same dilemma generated by the possibility that there may be one principle, 

one whole - an organism, a homunculus, an institution, or a society - that is ‘above,’ ‘behind,’ 

or ‘at the margin of’ the parts that are being studied. The actor-network transcends this 

problem by reminding us that neither ontologically distinct entities nor superior ones exist: 

only organization, work (in the sense of net-work), materialization, and its localization 



through networks. Assemblages do exist and the whole, as Latour writes, ‘is always smaller 

than its parts’ (Latour et al., 2012: 590).  

  

Over the last thirty years, many disciplines have been attracted to ANT’s re-theorisation of 

the social and its analytic toolkit (e.g. Austin, 2015; Czarniawska and Klein, 2005; Farías and 

Bender, 2010; Gomart and Hennion, 1999; Leander, 2013; Rydin and Tate, 2016; Yaneva, 

2009). This expansion has not been without its critics. Some have argued, for instance, that 

the overuse of the concept of network has reified it and impeded its applicability to the 

uncertain, unpredictable and fluid dimensions of social life (Law, 2004; Strathern, 1996; Mol, 

2002). Others have criticised the perspective’s tendency to foster accounts that privilege non-

human agency (Bloor, 1999), or that artificially flatten the differences between human and 

other-than-human agencies (Routledge, 2008; Rajao and Jarke, in this issue). This line of 

critique has often been accompanied by a denunciation of ANT’s excessively abstract and 

apolitical character (Galis and Summerton, in this issue). Feminist STS scholars, in particular, 

have condemned its favoured narrative approach, with its reliance on an instrumental, often 

bellicose logic (Haraway, 1997), and a disaffected language (Puig de la Bellacasa, 2011) 

which tends to privilege the point of view of the powerful over that of the subaltern (Star, 

1991). Last but not least, some authors have also critiqued the actor-network approach for its 

difficulty in capturing dynamic processes such as transformation (McFarlane, 2009), 

differentiation (Farías, 2012) and becoming (Ingold, 2011). These important critiques provide 

a measure of the interest ANT has triggered in the social sciences and beyond, as well as 

opening up a productive discussion around some of the perspective’s key conceptual moves.  

   

ANT and the study of social movements 

 



ANT’s singular contribution to studying and conceptualising social movements is evident in 

the body of work focusing on the complex and controversial relation between science, 

technology and activism. A prime example is Steven Epstein’s (1995) excellent work on 

‘impure science’, which investigates the radical reshuffling of clinical trials and scientific 

practices enacted by AIDS activists in the 1980s. Other important contributions include the 

work of Phil Brown et al. (2004) on popular epidemiology, health and environmental justice; 

Callon and Rabehariso’sa (2008) study of emergent concerned groups; and Rabeharisoa et 

al.’s (2014) work on evidence-based activism and rare diseases. The proliferation of 

technoscientific activism reveals both the centrality of knowledge and expertise in the 

construction of social and scientific hierarchies, and the capacity of activist collectives to 

challenge and democratise them (Hess, 2004) - be it from below, from the outside or from the 

inside. Indeed, technoscientific activism has involved a range of processes such as 

repositioning the authority of experts and professionals, introducing and revaluing embodied 

and lay forms of knowledge, reshuffling the economy and governance of scientific 

knowledge, and experimenting with new modes of scientific production and collaboration 

(Sismondo, 2008). ANT-inspired conceptualisations of technoscientific activism have often 

theorised how these collectives enact the very relations they depend on, thereby introducing 

new beings and entities into the world and creating new conditions of possibility for 

themselves (e.g. Murphy, 2012; Papadopoulus, 2010).  

 

This issue builds on a body of work that has relied on ANT (and STS) to debate and question 

some of the dominant assumptions and dichotomies in the study of social movements (Diani 

and McAdam, 2003). Referring to the study of social movements, Melucci argues that ‘in no 

other area of sociology is the weight of the dualistic tradition inherited from [the] nineteenth 

century so incongruous with the object of study’ (1992: 239). It is perhaps for this reason that 



some of ANT’s basic tenets, such as the ontology of relation and material semiotics, have 

significantly impacted the social movements literature. ANT invites us to bypass a range of 

well-established a priori distinctions between, for instance, objective and subjective 

conditionings for individual and collective action (Klandermans, 1997), actors, networks and 

systems (Castells, 1997), resources and identities (Kitschelt, 1991), or macro, micro and 

meso levels of mobilisation (McAdam, McCarthy and Zald, 1988). Indeed, ANT’s 

conceptual (and methodological) orientation offers an opportunity to rethink the very notions 

of social movement and collective action.  

 

As discussed above, ANT does not conceive of action and agency as exclusively human 

faculties. Non-human actacts such as birds (Sepúlveda, in this issue; Rodríguez-Giralt, 2015), 

material objects (Jerne, in this issue), digital technologies (Galis & Summerton, in this issue), 

data (Rajao and Jarke, in this issue), or sounds (Martín, in this issue) also have the capacity of 

making others act. In these cases, social action is always collective action in the sense of 

involving relations, concatenations, or collaborations between heterogeneous elements. As 

Melucci (1996) argued with reference to the study of social movements, a theory’s success in 

conceptualising collective action depends on its capacity to provide a theory of social action 

and its collective dimension. ANT responds to this challenge by transforming collective 

action into associated, radically relational action – a hybrid composition whose agency can 

only be attributed to the specific arrangements or distributions within the network or relations 

it emerges from. Put differently, from an ANT point of view, the agency of collective action 

cannot be explained by recourse to subjacent or hidden structures, fields or identities 

(Rodríguez-Giralt, 2011).   

 



Action is never fully transparent, or opaque, for ANT; rather, it is translated, entangled, 

mediated, and intercepted by varied and more or less unexpected actants. ANT studies have 

strived to offer an escape from overdetermined, teleological narratives of collective action. 

Hence, the preference for asking how social movements work and what they actually do, 

rather than why. A good example of this is Steward Lockie’s (2004) analysis of the Australian 

landcare movement. He argues that notions of political opportunity, social structure or 

collective identity cannot explain how the movement became an ‘obligatory passage point’ 

(Callon, 1986) in the configuration of certain practices of agrarian and ecological planning. In 

order to explain how the movement managed to exert an influence and act ‘at a distance’ 

(Latour, 1987) it is necessary to unpack the relational dynamics of power and agency it had 

over farmers and rural environments. In other words, the extensive and precarious network of 

actors, corporate interests, democratic ideals, technoscientific objects and so on must be 

intensively mapped and described.  

 

ANT also departs from well-established conceptualisations of group formation. From an 

ANT point of view, groups are not reducible to a single principle of association, be it class, 

gender, race, identity, etc. Instead, ANT studies tend to emphasise the uncertainty and 

impurity of the logic of association. The focus on controversies, conflicts, crises, and 

disasters is indicative of an interest in situations in which epistemological and even 

ontological certainties collapse. These are moments that challenge naturalised, readymade 

concepts, and which oblige us to engage anew in their immanence, with the unpredictable 

unfolding of associations (Marrero-Guillamón, 2013). Hence the focus that many of these 

accounts place on complex conglomerates, densely populated by diverse actants of uncertain 

behaviour, in turn interacting with other actor-networks equally complex and dynamic 

(Sheller, 2001).  



  

As the above indicates, the way ANT studies utilise concepts such as network or assemblage 

differs significantly from other well-known uses in the field of social movement studies. 

Actor-networks, for instance, do not refer to a new cycle of protest characterised by the 

autonomous and horizontal use of new digital technologies (Castells, 2009; 2015). Neither do 

they describe a cultural logic that, enhanced by new technologies, ‘becomes a powerful 

model for (re)organizing society based on horizontal collaboration, participatory democracy 

and coordination through autonomy and diversity’ (Juris, 2008: 17). And they certainly do 

not refer to a new logic of connective action based on personalized content sharing across 

media networks (Bennett and Segerberg, 2012). Rather, ANT’s assemblages describe, above 

all, a series of movements, i.e. the activation of relations between heterogeneous (more-than-

human) elements. In other words, an actor-network or assemblage is a precarious, contingent 

association between different actants and paths of action. This implies, in turn, that our work 

as social analysts is to reconstruct their dynamic of composition and recomposition; describe 

the continuous exercises of translation and association between materially heterogeneous 

entities; and understand how they mobilise a world and enable courses of action (Mendiola, 

2003). And all this while avoiding making any a priori decisions regarding form and content 

of these actants (are they individual or collective? Local or global? Social or natural?).  

 

An invitation to think with and learn from social movements.  

 

ANT came out of an academic tradition opposed to the notion of matters of fact, or given 

facts, defined per se. Any fact or reality, even a seemingly uncontroversial ‘scientific fact,’ is 

constructed through a complex set of semiotic and material practices and relations. Facts are 

as real as they are constructed; material as well as discursive. They are, in short, matters of 



concern, lively and contested assemblages, ‘their mode of fabrication and their stabilizing 

mechanisms clearly visible’ (Latour 2004: 246). Far from a mere critique of the notion of 

evidence, introducing the question of concern captures the enormous amount of work and 

affect it takes to assemble and sustain any entity – including, of course, activist formations.  

 

Building on Latour’s matters of concern, Maria Puig de la Bellacasa (2011, 2012) has 

introduced the notion of ‘matter of care.’ Drawing from feminist theory, she defines care as 

simultaneously an affective state, a material vital doing, and an ethico-political obligation. As 

she puts it: ‘transforming things into matters of care is a way of relating to them, of inevitably 

becoming affected by them, and of modifying their potential to affect others’ (Puig de la 

Bellacasa, 2011: 99). Put differently, the language of care is an invitation to think with the 

collectives and issues we work with. This involves going beyond the set of commitments 

described above (showing their great complexity, attending to their hybrid and precarious 

composition) and finding ways of speaking well about the practices we study, that is, 

characterizing the mode of action of its practitioners without disregarding what matters to 

them (López, 2012). When it comes to the study of social movements, this may be translated 

as a commitment to approaching them not only as recipients of the academic gaze, but also as 

knowledge-making agents in their own right (Casas-Cortés et al. 2008). This implies a 

redistribution of expertise that, if and when taken up, has important implications for academic 

researchers. Indeed, many authors have proposed reconceptualising academic practice as 

something that happens alongside and/or in collaboration with the practice of the activist 

collectives themselves (e.g. Chesters, 2012; Choudry, 2015; Icaza and Vázquez, 2013; 

Osterweil, 2013; Rappaport 2008; Estalella and Sánchez, 2018; Rajao and Jarke, in this issue; 

Galis and Summerton, in this issue). 

  



Thinking with and learning from social movements may also be understood as a particular 

form of engaging with (mostly) subaltern, anti-hegemonic or vernacular practices in their 

own terms, without subduing them to pre-existing, ready-made theorisations (Tironi and 

Rodríguez-Giralt, 2017). To paraphrase anthropologist Eduardo Viveiros de Castro (2014), 

the challenge is not to understand how a social movement sees the world, but rather to see the 

world it sees and acts upon. The commitment to inhabiting the conceptual and affective 

spaces of particular social movements is indeed at the core of what we think ANT can bring 

to the study of social movements. This is but one plausible strategy for contributing to the 

necessary task of restoring the plurality of ways of being in the world – as well as attempting 

to transform it (Milstein, 2016). 

 

As Jeffrey Juris and Alex Kashnabish (2013) convincingly argue in their defense of 

ethnographic approaches to the study of transnational activism, conventional social 

movement theory, in its preoccupation with explaining the causes of mobilization and the 

consequences of collective action, has risked explaining them away via an assortment of 

more or less pre-existing, interconnected variables. Ethnography, for these authors, provides 

an epistemic device capable of generating new conceptualisations born out of the empirical 

encounter. We would like to make a similar claim regarding ANT: we believe that it enables 

a situated analytic sensibility, humble in its explanatory aspirations, and sustained by an 

empirical attentiveness to the movement’s own conceptual production. Social movements can 

indeed be powerful conceptual machines: they may produce ‘cosmograms’ (Tresh 2005) 

which contain their own theory of the world (as well as of how to transform it). Unhinging 

the theorisation of social movements from any pre-established analytic framework is 

therefore more than a metaphysical operation; it amounts to redistributing established 



relations of authority and entitlement between the agents and the patients of social movement 

theory. 

   

But social movements are clearly more than conceptual machines: they enact and exist within 

entanglements of collective affect, organisational modes, personal commitments, tactical 

operations, strategic goals, etc. Thinking with these concatenations of heterogeneous 

elements and the work that goes into sustaining them, is also at the centre of this Special 

Issue. In other words, the articles here compiled make it a key task to learn from the ways in 

which collectives assemble themselves around matters of concern, establish alliances with a 

number of entities (human, non-human) and devise ways of caring for one another – or fail to 

do so. 

  

Jorge Martín’s analysis of the handling of a noise complaint in El Campo de Cebada, a self-

run public space in Madrid, directly speaks to this question. Although the neighbour’s 

complaint, according to the police, had no legal standing, all those involved agreed the issue 

would be best addressed in El Campo de Cebada’s weekly assembly (its governing body). 

Within this open forum, those present agreed to a new set of (self)regulations in order to 

achieve a better framework for coexistence with the neighbours. The assembly enacted a 

‘politics of welcoming’ based on the principle that the forum is a space where everything can 

be discussed and anyone can participate (c.f. Rancière, 2014; Estalella & Corsin, 2015). The 

fact that all those gathered by the noise complaint agreed to take their concerns to the 

assembly is a small, yet significant, inscription of the ethical and procedural ethos of a form 

of neighbourhood politics that emerged out of the 15-M/Occupy movement in Spain. 

  



Christina Jerne’s article on anti-Camorra activism in Campania (Italy) proposes a 

‘syntactical’ analysis of the actions of this social movement, which effectively rearrange 

some of the key components of the mafia-assemblage (such as access to land and jobs) into a 

new anti-mafia whole. A confiscated asset and the peach trees that grow in it become the 

starting point of a new chain of associations between prisoners, traditional farming, labour 

opportunities, and ethical consumption. Anti-Camorra activism consists here in enacting 

alternative futures for those most likely to participate in the mafia, achieved through a 

recombination of more of less familiar elements. Rather than trying to resist or confront the 

Camorra itself, activists have tackled and reshuffled some of its constituent relations. Jerne’s 

larger theoretical point is that assemblage theory, drawing on DeLanda (2006), but also 

including ANT, is particularly well placed to detect these operations, as it does not rely on an 

a priori separation between the social, the economic and the political, or between subjects and 

objects, which would make it harder to make sense of an activism that exists in the form of 

connections and circulations between heterogeneous elements. 

  

In both papers, we see an important displacement in the methods and goals of activism, away 

from antagonism and towards (micro) practices of ‘(re)composition.’ While the latter may be 

seen as examples of prefigurative politics (and indeed an equivalence between methods and 

ends is part of them), it is necessary to highlight the extent to which anti-Camorra activism 

and El Campo de Cebada are constituted of tentative practices oriented to the present. In 

other words, they are less about anticipating already-imagined futures than about 

experimenting with viable alter-presents – the shape of which can only be provisionally 

figured out in practice. 

 



This experimental dimension of collective action is explored by Gallis and Summerton in 

their study of tactical appropriations of technology by activists targeting the policing of 

immigration in Sweden. Bringing together border studies, social media studies and STS, their 

article describes how activists use cyber-material alliances in order to create Temporary 

Autonomous Zones (Bey, 2011) which sidestep police controls in public space and transport. 

One such ‘underground’ infrastructure is REVA Spotter, a tool for tracking police identity 

checks in Stockholm using Facebook, which is both a manifesto and a tool for nonviolent 

resistance against police methods. REVA Spotter assembles digital technologies, activists, 

undocumented migrants, mobile phones, and so on into an infrastructure for cyber-material 

autonomy (Barad, 2003) against the bordering practices of the State.  

   

The inter-relation between the digital and the physical – or in other words the co-production 

of the material and the semiotic – is also part of Raoni Rajão and Juliane Jarke’s article for 

this collection. Their study of the intersection between data and activism in the Amazon 

rainforest argues that the level of aggregation (e.g. regional figures vs. individual events) and 

temporality (e.g. yearly consolidations vs. near real-time releases) of open data shape 

institutional responses, configure the performance of environmental activism, and mediate the 

dialogue between activists and policy makers. Different publics and data configurations (i.e. 

spatial and temporal aggregation levels) produce different objects (e.g. a threatened Amazon, 

a successful policy) and subjects (e.g. knowledgeable environmental activists, an 

unresponsive government). Interestingly, the text also refers to this co-production from a 

material-discursive perspective, but arguing for a rearticulation of asymmetry between 

humans and non-humans (Suchman, 2007). In other words, it puts forward a recovering of 

certain subject-object positions, while at the same time recognising their sociomaterial and 

hybrid condition. This is particularly so for different open data arrangements and their 



performative effects on the different affordances and subject positions of scientists, 

environmental activists and policy makers.  

 

Claudia Sepúlveda’s work centers on affect and the activation of politics (Rancière, 2001) 

through the interpellation produced by the suffering of swans in Rio Cruces, Chile. The case 

interrogates the political agency of nonhumans, particularly as activators of an 

environmentalist movement in the early stages of a disaster, their role in expanding the 

borders of political communities and to reveal non-dominant ontologies. Sepúlveda considers 

the agency of the swans alongside the agencies of the humans they incite into organized 

action, and used this to critically discuss the place of animals in posthumanist philosophies 

and politics. Her study raises productive questions for the study of new forms of 

environmentalism that do not rely solely on humans and their environment, but on an 

expanded concatenation of relations mediated by animals and their suffering.  

 

We close this collection with a very special interview with Bruno Latour, organised a propos 

the recent publication of Facing Gaia (2017) and Down to Earth: Politics in the new Climate 

Regime (2018). The conversation is framed around an overarching concern for how to 

respond to the urgent demands that climate change places on us. In relation to this, Latour 

criticises the continuing reliance on a Modern epistemology evident in a majority of social 

movements, including environmental movements that deploy reified notions of nature and 

science, as well as those movements that conceive of emancipation as a solely social affair, 

thereby excluding non-humans from politics. None of these positions, Latour argues, will 

help us face the ‘return to geopolitics’ ahead of us. Instead, it may be necessary to question 

both the notion of the social and of movement embedded in social movement theory and 

praxis. Latour proposes envisioning movements beyond the constraints of set or overly stable 



convictions and recognized and accepted forms of militancy. He advocates instead for 

considering what processes (as opposed to ideas) are capable of moving people and, 

potentially mobilising a new demos. Conversely, Latour discusses an expanded materialism 

that stretches beyond social struggles and which recognises the geosocial challenges of living 

and struggling on damaged planet.   
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Endnotes 

1 Terminology has evolved in important ways within ANT. For example, Law (2004) does not differentiate 
between actor-network and assemblage in his work, since he considers both notions to be provisional empirical 
translations of the nomadic philosophy of Deleuze and Guattari (1987), other authors have questioned the 
elegance and pertinence of continuing to use both the term actor-network and the idea of a network. Latour 
(1999) himself has proposed, for example, using the term actant-rhizome to sidestep the misunderstandings 
produced by the idea of actor-network, which is excessively associated with the structure/agency debate and the 
‘double-click’ (the assumption that one can obtain direct, unmediated access to truth) connotations in the notion 
of network. Another set of scholars has, for similar reasons, adopted the notion of assemblage (Farías & Bender, 
2010; Karakass, in press), in spite of the limitations this word has in its English translation (Phillips, 1988; Nail, 
2017). This introduction recognizes the contention over these terms and contextualizes the origin and historical 
evolution of these ideas while, on the other hand, encouraging a productive dialogue between this concept and 
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others currently in use in the field of social movements. For these reasons, the notions of actor-network and 
network seem to us ‘provisional’ and ‘transitional’ objects, though especially productive in this context. 
2 Bruno Latour (1999) profoundly interrogates ‘the social’ as he unravels the different elements that conform 
Actor-Network Theory, a concept which, in his perspective, has been deeply misinterpreted. He argues that the 
two main ideas for which it is named, that of actor and network, have been commonly misinterpreted as an 
(erroneous) intervention of ANT in the classical debate between agency and structure. For Latour, the notion of 
actor-network responds to two concrete frustrations: On one hand, the problem produced by micro-social foci, 
which account for local interactions but encounter challenges when connecting these to more general or abstract 
explanatory contexts. On the other hand, the reverse problem that occurs when more culturally, sociologically, 
and abstract approaches attempt to ground the invisible or general laws that shape and structure situations. The 
notion of actor-network, he argues, puts a stop to the ad infinitum regeneration of these problems. It does so by 
turning the points of departure into the object of sociological analysis -- that is, by turning the social into a 
trajectory, a movement, a circling entity. The actor-network thus facilitates the reconciling of local interactions and 
socially organized action. 
3 As Karakass (in press) indicates, Deleuze and Guattari’s notion of assemblage, just like that of actor-network, 
builds on the micro-sociology of Tarde. As such, it relies on an understanding of reality as a heterogeneous 
compound made of diverse elements - material in nature, or semiotic, etc. Assemblages are likewise opposed to 
the Durkheimian interest in ‘the great collective representations, which are generally binary, resonant, and 
overcoded’ (Deleuze & Guattari, 1987: 218).  
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