bruno latour politics of nature

bruno latour politics of nature represents a groundbreaking approach to understanding
the complex relationships between society, science, and the environment. This concept,
central to Latour’s work, challenges traditional distinctions between nature and culture,
proposing a new framework for political ecology. The book "Politics of Nature: How to
Bring the Sciences into Democracy" is a pivotal text that explores how scientific facts and
political decisions intertwine in shaping environmental policies. Latour’s ideas have
influenced contemporary debates on ecological governance, emphasizing the need to
rethink how societies organize themselves in relation to the natural world. This article
delves into the core principles of Bruno Latour’s politics of nature, its theoretical
foundations, practical implications, and its relevance in today’s environmental discourse.
Readers will gain insight into the actor-network theory, the critique of modernity, and the
call for a democratic approach to ecological issues.
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Understanding Bruno Latour’s Politics of Nature

Bruno Latour’s politics of nature offers a paradigm shift in how political and ecological
concerns are addressed. Instead of treating nature as a separate realm dominated by
scientific objectivity, Latour argues for a hybrid conception that integrates both natural
and social elements. His approach insists on a collective decision-making process that
includes humans, non-humans, and scientific knowledge as actors in political deliberation.
This reconceptualization challenges traditional environmental politics by advocating for a
more inclusive and participatory framework. Understanding this concept requires
exploring how Latour redefines the relationships between facts, values, and political
agency within ecological debates.

Defining Politics of Nature

Politics of nature refers to the political organization of the relationship between humans
and the natural world. Latour’s definition moves beyond the dichotomy of facts versus
values, proposing that facts are not merely discovered but constructed through political



processes. This perspective transforms environmental issues into matters of collective
concern, where the boundaries between nature and society are negotiated rather than
fixed.

Significance in Environmental Philosophy

This concept has profound significance in environmental philosophy as it bridges the gap
between scientific knowledge and democratic governance. By challenging the exclusion of
non-human entities and scientific actors from political discourse, Latour’s politics of
nature promotes an expanded democratic framework that is more responsive to ecological
complexities.

Theoretical Foundations of Politics of Nature

The theoretical foundations of Bruno Latour’s politics of nature stem from his broader
philosophical inquiry into science, technology, and society. Drawing on science and
technology studies (STS), Latour critiques the modernist assumptions that separate facts
from values and nature from culture. His work highlights the constructed nature of
scientific knowledge and the role of social networks in shaping what is considered natural.

Science and Technology Studies (STS)

STS is a multidisciplinary field that examines how social, cultural, and political factors
influence scientific research and technological development. Latour’s politics of nature
builds upon STS by emphasizing that scientific facts are outcomes of complex negotiations
among various actors, including scientists, policymakers, and non-human entities. This
challenges the notion of science as purely objective and apolitical.

Constructivism and Relational Ontology

Latour adopts a constructivist stance, arguing that both nature and society are co-
produced through interactions and relationships. His relational ontology rejects fixed
categories, instead focusing on the dynamic networks that connect entities. This
theoretical framework underpins the politics of nature by suggesting that political
decisions must account for these entangled realities rather than isolated domains.

Actor-Network Theory and Environmental Politics

Actor-Network Theory (ANT) is central to understanding Bruno Latour’s politics of nature.
ANT conceptualizes social and natural actors as part of heterogeneous networks, where
agency is distributed across human and non-human participants. This approach redefines
political agency and responsibility in environmental governance, recognizing the active
role of natural entities alongside human actors.



Core Principles of Actor-Network Theory

ANT posits that:

e Actors include both humans and non-humans.
e Networks are formed through interactions and translations among actors.
e Agency is relational and not confined to humans.

e Knowledge and power emerge from these interconnected networks.

These principles inform the politics of nature by providing a framework to analyze
ecological issues as socio-natural assemblages requiring collaborative governance.

Application to Environmental Governance

In environmental politics, ANT encourages the inclusion of diverse stakeholders, including
animals, ecosystems, and technologies, in decision-making processes. This broadens the
scope of political representation and promotes more holistic and adaptive policies that
reflect the complexity of ecological systems.

Critique of Modernity and the Nature-Culture
Divide

A significant aspect of Bruno Latour’s politics of nature is its critique of modernity,
particularly the entrenched separation between nature and culture. Latour challenges the

“modern constitution” that privileges human culture over nature, leading to environmental
crises and political deadlock.

The Modern Constitution Explained

The modern constitution refers to the ideological framework that categorizes reality into
distinct domains of nature (objective, unchangeable) and culture (subjective, constructed).
This division underlies many environmental policies that treat nature as an external object
to be managed rather than a participant in political processes.

Consequences of the Nature-Culture Divide

The rigid separation contributes to:

e Environmental degradation by justifying exploitative practices.

e Exclusion of ecological considerations from democratic debate.



¢ Conflicts between scientific expertise and public values.

Latour’s politics of nature seeks to overcome these issues by advocating for a
reconfiguration that recognizes the hybridity of socio-natural worlds.

Democracy and Ecological Governance

Bruno Latour’s politics of nature advances a vision of democracy that incorporates
ecological realities into political deliberation. This democratic framework prioritizes
inclusivity, dialogue, and the recognition of multiple forms of agency, aiming to create
governance structures that are more responsive to environmental challenges.

Extending Democracy Beyond Humans

Latour argues for extending democratic rights and representation to non-human actors,
such as animals, plants, and ecosystems. This approach demands new mechanisms for
participation and accountability that incorporate scientific knowledge and ecological
concerns into political processes.

Practical Models for Ecological Democracy

Examples of such models include:

e Citizen assemblies involving scientists and environmental stakeholders.
e Legal personhood for natural entities.

e Collaborative governance frameworks linking diverse actors.

These models embody the principles of politics of nature by fostering shared responsibility
and co-management of environmental resources.

Implications for Contemporary Environmental
Policy

The insights from Bruno Latour’s politics of nature have significant implications for
contemporary environmental policy and activism. By challenging conventional paradigms,
Latour’s work informs new approaches to sustainability, climate change, and ecological
justice.



Rethinking Policy-Making Processes

Policies influenced by the politics of nature emphasize:

e Integration of scientific expertise with public participation.
¢ Recognition of socio-ecological complexity in decision-making.

e Adaptive management that responds to changing environmental conditions.

This leads to more resilient and equitable environmental governance structures.

Influence on Environmental Movements

Latour’s theories inspire environmental movements that seek to:

e Challenge anthropocentric worldviews.
e Promote multispecies justice and rights.

e Advocate for systemic changes in political and economic systems.

These movements reflect the transformative potential of the politics of nature in reshaping
human-nature relations.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main argument of Bruno Latour's 'Politics
of Nature'?

In 'Politics of Nature,' Bruno Latour argues for a new political framework that transcends
the traditional divide between nature and society, advocating for the inclusion of
nonhumans as active participants in political processes.

How does Bruno Latour challenge traditional
environmentalism in 'Politics of Nature'?

Latour challenges traditional environmentalism by rejecting the separation between
nature and culture, proposing that political decisions should consider the agency of
nonhuman entities rather than treating nature as a passive backdrop.



What role do nonhumans play in Latour's 'Politics of
Nature'?

Nonhumans, such as animals, plants, and ecosystems, are considered actors with agency
in political discussions, meaning they should have representation and influence in
decision-making processes.

How does 'Politics of Nature' influence contemporary
political theory?

The book influences political theory by introducing the idea of a 'parliament of things,'
encouraging democracies to expand their scope to include ecological and scientific
concerns as legitimate political actors.

What is the significance of the 'parliament of things'
concept in Latour's work?

The 'parliament of things' is a metaphor for a political assembly where humans and
nonhumans coexist and negotiate, emphasizing a more inclusive and interconnected
approach to politics and environmental governance.

How does Latour propose to redefine democracy in
'Politics of Nature'?

Latour proposes redefining democracy to include not just human stakeholders but also
nonhuman entities, thereby creating a collective where all agents affected by decisions
have a voice.

What impact has 'Politics of Nature' had on
environmental policy and activism?

'‘Politics of Nature' has influenced environmental policy and activism by promoting more
integrative and participatory approaches that recognize the interconnectedness of social
and ecological systems, inspiring new forms of environmental governance.

Additional Resources

1. Politics of Nature: How to Bring the Sciences into Democracy by Bruno Latour

This seminal work by Bruno Latour challenges the traditional divide between nature and
society. Latour argues for a new political ecology where scientific facts are not separated
from democratic processes. The book explores how nature should be treated as a
collective actor in political discussions, reshaping how environmental issues are
addressed.

2. We Have Never Been Modern by Bruno Latour
In this influential book, Latour critiques modernity’s separation of nature and culture,



suggesting that the modern constitution is a flawed concept. He proposes a hybrid
approach to understanding the world, combining scientific facts with social constructs.
This work lays foundational ideas that inform his later politics of nature.

3. Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory by Bruno Latour
Latour introduces Actor-Network Theory (ANT), a framework that sees both human and
non-human entities as actors within social networks. This book provides tools to analyze
how scientific knowledge and political decisions emerge from complex interactions. It
complements the politics of nature by emphasizing the interconnectedness of society and
environment.

4. Down to Earth: Politics in the New Climatic Regime by Bruno Latour

Latour examines how climate change challenges traditional political structures and
demands new forms of collective engagement. He discusses the shift from globalism to a
grounded politics that recognizes ecological limits. This book expands on the ideas in
Politics of Nature, emphasizing the urgency of ecological political rethinking.

5. Environmental Politics and the Social Construction of Nature edited by John S. Dryzek
and David Schlosberg

This collection explores how different societies construct the idea of nature and how these
constructions influence environmental politics. It provides diverse perspectives that
resonate with Latour’s critique of the nature-culture divide. The essays highlight the social
and political dimensions of environmental issues.

6. Science in Action: How to Follow Scientists and Engineers Through Society by Bruno
Latour

Latour offers an ethnographic study of scientific practices, revealing how scientific facts
are constructed through social processes. The book demystifies the production of
knowledge, aligning with his call to integrate science into democratic politics. It serves as
a practical companion to the theoretical insights in Politics of Nature.

7. Natures in Translation: Romanticism and Colonial Natural History by Lorraine Daston
and Fernando Vidal

This book investigates how natural history was shaped by cultural and political forces
during colonial times. It complements Latour’s argument by showing the historical
entanglement of nature and society. The authors argue for recognizing multiple natures in
political and scientific discourses.

8. Political Ecology: A Critical Introduction by Paul Robbins

Robbins provides an accessible overview of political ecology, focusing on the power
relations embedded in environmental issues. The book aligns with Latour’s emphasis on
the political dimensions of nature and critiques apolitical environmentalism. It is a key text
for understanding the intersection of ecology, politics, and society.

9. Making Things Public: Atmospheres of Democracy edited by Bruno Latour and Peter
Weibel

This edited volume explores the interactions between art, science, and politics in public
spaces. It extends Latour’s ideas about democracy and nature by illustrating how objects
and environments participate in public life. The book offers innovative perspectives on
democratic engagement with ecological and scientific matters.
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