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Abstract: In this article, we address some of the epistemological ideas developed by the French
philosopher Bruno Latour in his book Politiques de la nature, comment faire entrer les sciences en démocratie.
Taking the case of political ecology, Latour proposes to reunite scientific activity around nature into
the quotidian society life, and political action into the progressive integration of a common world.
For us, the Latourian epistemological response is a methodological strategy that opens the possibility
to translate some other dimensions apart from those of nature and politics, and such translation task
might be inspired by the study of the humanization process, this in order to start thinking about an
anthropologically-based epistemology.
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Resumen: En este articulo examinamos como objeto de estudio las ideas epistemoldgicas que aborda
el filésofo francés Bruno Latour en el libro Politiques de la nature, comment faire entrer les sciences en
démocratie, en el cual tomando como estudio de caso la ecologia politica, el autor propone reunir la
actividad cientifica sobre la naturaleza en el juego normal de la sociedad y la accion politica en la
integracion progresiva de un mundo comdn. Para nosotros la respuesta epistemoldgica latouriana es
una propedéutica metodoldgica que abre la posibilidad de traducir otras dimensiones mas que las de
naturaleza y politica. Esta tarea traductora puede inspirarse en el estudio del proceso de hominizacion,
por lo que podriamos iniciar la imaginacion de una epistemologia de sustento antropoldgico.
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Introduction

If science is in charge of understanding nature, and politics of regulating
social life, then, how do we understand the socio-natural catastrophes which
currently threaten contemporary life? How can we look after nature if it
constantly incites scientific controversies on its content and causes
uncertainty before traditional values? What kind of political epistemology
will help us approach an objectivity where natural and political aspects are
intricated? Bruno Latour answers these questions opening new boxes of
techno-scientific research, in order to learn how in association with it we
construct new collectives. When taking as a study case political ecology,
Bruno Latour has proposed to reunite scientific activity on nature in the
usual game of society and political action in the progressive integration of
a common world.

In the book Politiques de la nature, comment faire entrer les sciences en démocratie,
Bruno Latour asks himself: what to do with political ecology? And replies:
provide sciences with democracy! This seems to be nonsense, since
apparently the question and the answer have different roots; yet, as we will
see further in the text, this operation can be performed by means of an
epistemology which relinquishes the traditional notions that have exiled in
the same act nature and society.

The Latourian answer to the modern epistemological problem explicit
in the Platonic cave can suture the separation of the ontological categories
of nature an politics, yet this solution will be restrained by the very modernist
epistemology.

Due to the latter, for us the Latourian epistemological answer is a prior
methodological teaching which opens the possibility to translate other
dimensions besides those of nature and politics. This translating task can
be inspired in the study of the hominization process, thus we can imagine
an anthropologically-based epistemology.

This work has three components, one contextual of the Latourian
epistemological work, another of Bruno Latour’s content and finally, a
critical-proposing by this text’s author.
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The subject of the symmetrical® epistemology is confronted between
modernist and postmodernist epistemology, so it is worthy clarifying both
in order to locate the contributions of this Latourian epistemology. In this
sense, we start introducing the characteristics of the modernist epistemology
which, when imposing the separation between nature and culture, provide
the sciences of nature with a sort of exemption of social and political action
with the exemption of scientific activity. Synthesizing both adjudications
becomes an epistemological rupture, where nature is unique and politics
relative.

We continue with the contextual component, where we show the result
of the application of the epistemic relativism, as central element of the
postmodern epistemology in sciences, and the anthropology which making
relative the knowledge on nature and culture-politics reinforce the cultural
relativism and natural monism.

Later, we introduce the epistemological content of the text Politics of
nature by Bruno Latour, this book help us to put on stage the theme of the
generalized epistemology? of the nature-politics relationship, using the study
of political ecology and its proposal on the epistemology of the nature-
culture.

Finally, we approach the Latourian issue and its solution proposal as
work method to be applied in a generalized manner, through the
incorporation of other dimensions arisen from the anthropological
contributions of their object in the study of hominization. In this point, our
opinion differs from the opinions expressed in the aforementioned text by
Bruno Latour, proposing an epistemology of anthropological origin.

1We understand symmetrical epistemology as the proposal of integration of epistemology of
sciences and political epistemology proposed by Bruno Latour in his book on the policies on
nature.

2 In this work we will understand generalized epistemology as that which refers to the
epistemology of sciences and politics.
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Modernist notion of nature and politics

In the academic sphere influenced by what grosso modo is known as
Occident, the question on nature’s objectivity seems to be a summoning to
an old and useless debate between idealistic and materialistic philosophy,
since in conventional modernist epistemology, nature’s notion is linked to
objectivity considerations in opposition to that of politicsm linked to
subjective considerations.

According to Bruno Latour (1999), after Plato we have divided science
with the aim to understand nature and politics to regulate social life. In the
Age of Enlightenment that project has finished laicizing knowledge, raising
it to the status of representative knowledge of nature, and as for politics,
raising it to representative democracy.

The topic of nature and society’s representation took a paradoxical
epistemological configuration. On the one side, the ambition of several
scientists and wide public layers suppose that objective truths represent
nature or society, which has led them to suppose that scientific objectivity
is the last link in the evolution of reality knowledge and that science consists
in revealing universal truths. This has given the illusion of the existence of
a single nature, objective and universal. In the action of the modern
collectives directed to convince or impose certain criteria to other collectives,
the scientific truths are wielded as cuasi omnipotent argumentations and
knowledge which reach superhuman levels or expressed better, over-
subjective levels. The pretense of the actors modernized by science has
been converting the “objective truths” in a persuasive system, which would
allow imposing on the interlocutors the acceptance of universal truths under
the argumentation of being representative of reality. The result is that the
idea of the nature had to be accepted as a single ontological entity and
represented in scientific truths.

Well now, in respect to modern politics representation, all the topics are
discussable, arguable, subjected to the actors’ scrutiny. In politics there is
no privileged point of view, and the ideas with pretensions of universal
validity succumb to the reclaim of the irreducible ideological relativism.
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Hence, despite of the alleged ineluctable evolution of the society towards
a destiny predetermined by certain scientific truths which the Marxist
movement evoked, the totalitarian attempts of the fascist societies, the
imposition of the bureaucratic rationalities perceived in the weberian-
marcusian theories, the theological premonitions on the end of the post-
modernists’ story (Fukuyama, 1999); in all of these cases, the actors have
reserved the right to make relative the societies’ great essentialist truths.
Ideological relativism, equivalent to epistemic relativism, has been the great
constant of the modern political representation; it could be said that the
epistemological notion of the so-called democratic representation is the
popular representation of life made relative.

When joining science epistemology with that of science, the great
paradox of modernity is seen, which means to live a generalized
epistemology, which simultaneously supports the universalistic natural reality
and the pluralist political world; one of the many proves of this generalized
epistemology is that while scientists and technicians claim the
depoliticization of their disciplines and fields, politicians reject being
identified as technocrats. The former dispute on being right about nature,
and the latter take part in debates to impose their points of view on issues
and solutions made relative by political competition. The former speak in
the name of nature, the latter say they speak in representation of the
collectives; in such manner, the wide layers of scientists and politicians
accept a world where nature is unique and society is relative.

It is very feasible that Jirgen Habermas, in his condition of one of the
last defenders of the modernism, explains in a very ludic manner in his
Theory of the Communicative Action the paradox of the epistemology of
modernity drawing on the exercise of the communicative action as
instrument of the social integration in the world of life, yet accepting the
ineluctability of the instrumental action, hence imaging an evolution of
the technology exempted from the communicative action (Arellano, 2007:
mimeo). The essence of the Habermasian modernism consist in the
acceptance of the conventional principles of modern science as the objective
truth and the only external nature.
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The purification of human and non-human entities which characterizes
modern scientific epistemology has been the support of the efficacy of the
hybridization practice, from which the deluge of objects of the last decades
has come from (Latour, 1991). However, traditional certainties produced
by this epistemology are becoming insufficient, for the mix manner (socio-
natural at first) in which the large scale phenomena are appearing.

The role of postmodernism in the destruction of the modern notion
of nature and politics®

The problem of the epistemological crisis has, time ago, perceptible and
clear signals before the institutionalization of the postmodernist relativism.
One of the first symptoms was expressed by Althusser (1967), Sanchez
Vazquez (1978), Habermas (1973) and Lévy-Leblond (1980), among other,
as the criticisms to political neutrality of the science and its identification
as ideology. Nevertheless, these criticisms were oriented towards adjusting
the realism of the scientific research, not its practice itself.

Conversely, the objectivity crisis in natural and social sciences tried to
be overcome solving in an additive manner; to this corresponds the
movements in favor of the multi-disciplinariness, inter-disciplinariness, trans-
disciplinariness and of thinking in terms of the notion of more complex
systems (Morin, 1999). After unfruitful efforts to promote inter-
disciplinariness, these movements seem to be succumbing to relativism,
when producing additive explanations of the phenomena they have studied.

The paradoxes of modern political epistemology have been sharpened,
since the appearance of postmodern epistemology. Nonetheless, the result
has been that of inverting relativisms and absolutisms of the modernist
epistemology. In the case we are approaching, we are interested in showing
both epistemologies to put on stage Bruno Latour’s anti-postmodernist
proposal.

% In this section we use some argumentations dealt in our study of the so-called “War of
sciences” (Arellano, 2000) and of the political epistemology (Arellano 2007: mimeo)
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Postmodernist movement has attacked the very roots of the modern
epistemological constitution supported on the objectivism, realism,
rationality and the interpretative unequivocalness (absolute truth), mainly.
Postmodernists have diagnosed the dissolution of the modern constitution
and augured the appearance of eclecticism, relativism, irrationalism, and
virtualization; hence it is not difficult to understand the allegories to the
alleged end of history, the explanatory depleting of the traditional theories
and the emergence of the war of sciences. Postmodernism does not propose
anything but immovability, due to undefinedness and relativization of
everything that is known and cognoscible, in such manner that nothing is
defined or absolute.

Despite the self-castration of consensus proposals, postmodern
diagnosis can be instrumentally used in the analysis of the modern political
epistemology and by doing so obtain some critical proposals, for both
modernism and postmodernism.

The adoption of epistemic relativism by numerous scientists directly
takes to the denial of a close relationship between nature and scientific
knowledge, and then to the dissolution of the certainty source of the
characteristics of the first; it is, if nature’s conceptions do not have a
privileged point of view, they are incommensurable and all the paradigms
are related with the circle of scientists who share them (as Kuhn would
say). From this perspective we are at risk of imagining the dissolution of
reality or rather to accept nature’s inaccessibility. This is the largest epistemic
postmodernism’s attack on modernism.

The problem which can be constructed on the epistemic relativism is
the following: if cognitive certainty on the characteristics of nature becomes
opaque and dissolved in numberless and incommensurable conceptions
without the theoretical organization of the encyclopedism, what is the
pretension’s veracity on the so-called natural reality? If the answers point
to the loss of veracity, then one must recognize the multiplicity of natures
or their inaccessibility.
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The instrumentalization of the epistemic relativism in sciences would
mean that the generalized epistemology we lived in would be that of a
political and scientific relativism. Undoubtedly, it would be a
epistemologically coherent world but dissolved, without continuity solution
nor interrelation; besides, the idea of an absolute relativism contradicts the
manner in which we empirically share the world.

Well now, in the case of the postmodern epistemologists of the culture
and the ecologists, they relativize culture and in the same act they absolutize
nature (a) and in this they are related with the numerous scientists which
defend the principles and values of the epistemologists of the modernist
science (b), let us see.

a) The epistemological relativism has multiple origins, for instance, in
the notions of incommensurability of the theories by Thomas Kuhn (1971),
in Feyerabend’s epistemic anarchism, who extended cultural relativism to
the field of epistemology, converted it in one of his argumentations against
the “dictatorship of reason” (Feyerabend, 1979). In order to illustrate this,
it can be taken as a paradigmatic case that of the postmodern anthropology
and the political ecology.

Hereby we want to use as an example the case of postmodern
anthropology, since in the anthropological practice there is an epistemology
where the relation subject-object of knowledge is a human relationship, in
which the ethnographer and informer take part. Classical anthropologists
supposed that the ethnographer had a realistic relationship and was able to
access the knowledge of their object of study, represented by the culture
under study. However in recent decades, this realistic epistemological
supposition has been criticized. Following the same critic pattern as in the
sciences called natural or exact. The monographs result from the ethnographic
practice, have been declared as inaccurate, subjective, relative, constructed
by the ethnographer (the reason why Geertz and Marcus express the
ethnographic construct). In this manner, Clifford Geertz (1998) considers
it impossible to reach objective knowledge of another culture, and proposes
accepting that the autochthonous is the opportunity to exercise literature
transforming anthropology in a literary discipline and the anthropologist in
author (Geertz, 1999), where the pertinence discussions of the cognitive
coinages move from epistemological criticisms to literary criticisms.
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In these conditions, postmodern anthropologists have argued in favor
of the cultural relativism, yet at the time their silence on the nature’s
considerations has consolidated the idea of a unique nature which frames
the cultural processes. We must remember that environmental
anthropologists do not escape from the epistemological considerations we
are hereby approaching. In this manner, willing to be resolutely postmodern,
postmodern anthropologists turn out to be modern in generalized
epistemology. Obviously, it is worth remembering that Philippe Descola
has developed a strange anthropology of the nature (Descola, 1987 and
2005; Sepulveda and Arellano, 1997), where the epistemological problem
of the notions on nature is approached in non-modern cultures, as we will
further see.

The ecologists’ case is an epistemological case complementary to the
one above as Latour has shown (1999), since the defense of the former of
nature makes a generalized epistemology of the man-nature relation evident,
which reaffirms the nature’s unicity in a culturally relativized world. In
Politics of nature, Latour approaches us to the topic by means of the question:
what kind and class of nature do the ecologists try to defend if this is
unreachable and ungraspable? The answer to this question has been defined
by Latour himself when saying that contemporary ecologists, moving into
the modernist epistemology, try from their own modern ethnocentrism (a
doubly paradoxical issue, for ecologists accept cultural relativism) to defend
their idea of a unique nature, let us say, they invite us to defend their nature’s
globalization.

b) The reaction to epistemic relativism has sharpened the paradoxes of
the political relativism and naturalistic universalism. We have approached
this in a text on the so-called war of sciences (Arellano, 2000), where we have
shown that scientists of the physics such as Sokal and Bricmont behave as
cultural and absolutist relativists of scientific knowledge. In their denounce
against scientific imposture of certain intellectuals, they accept relativism
when they distinguish philosophical relativism from methodological
relativism. In the former they accept the consideration that the truth of a
proposal depends on who interprets it, which for them is perfectly supportable,
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even though it has very little consistency in the world. This relativism can
be accepted in its ethical and aesthetical versions, so there is no social
group able to impose its values and likes to other collectives. Nevertheless,
the latter is unacceptable to the extent which supports impartiality in the
evaluation of knowledge’s development (Sokal and Bricmont, 1997;
Bricmont, 1997).

For Sokal and Bricmont, physics should be a research field exclusive to
physicians where only them could judge and legitimate their scientific
production; in this sense, physics would be a good of exclusive physicians’
use and its consumption should be likewise certified by physicians, at the
risk of falling into scientific impostures.*

Sokal and Bricmont’s combat against epistemic relativism puts into stage
a generalized relativism, for when trying to keep separated the knowledge
on nature and society they design the relativity of human knowledge
establishing the natural and social representations in incommensurable terms
(using Kuhn’s terms) (Arellano, 2000).

“ Nonetheless, Sokal and Bricmont do not consider that for professionals of the science study
scientific controversies are the environment where the very scientists negotiate their scientific
procedures, their evidences and facts. Thereby, for a group of sociologists of science concentrated
on the study of the state-of-the-art sciences (mainly Harry Collins and Trevor Pinch), the
problem of scientific evidence elaboration is more complex than it has been popularly idealized;
since the role controversies have in the construction of knowledge is not recognized. As Harry
Collins expresses: “The problem is that the popular image of science is associated to a conveyor
belt for agreement; disagreement implies incompetence, predisposition or political interference.
If it is shown that the disagreement is based on the best of the hard sciences, the image of
disagreement will cease to be considered as a symptom of pathology” (Collins, 1998).
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Nature’s policies, another turn to radicality’s bolt in Bruno Latour’s
symmetrical epistemology®

With the publication of the book We have never been modern (Latour, 1991),
Latour’s work had reached a point where the conceptualization of the reality
constructed was announced under the hybrid term. A hybrid was the result
of the process of translation of the nature and social action laws which had
as a function to recreate the main mediations of the humanization processes:
social organization, the material bases of the social collectives and the
elements of symbolic elaboration, which allow life’s synchronization.
However, the hybrids were a reality integrated by the two large universes
of modernity: nature and society. Hence, Latour could not escape from the
modernity’s epistemological traps characterized by the naturalism and
sociologism, his translated hybrids turned out to be the addition of the
ontologies he hated (Arellano, 2002).

The book Politiques de la nature, comment faire entrer les sciences en démocratie
is important since Latour risks all his intellectual capital in new conjectures
on the contemporary world. Instead of the repetition and self-praise, the
author decides to take a great risk and take his project to a state of new
research hypotheses, which once again face modernism without the need
of the postmodernism file. This book is welcomed because of the intellectual
audacity proposed and because it asserts the social function of a philosopher,
understood as the invention of a new world (Arellano, 2002).

Politics of Nature is a work of political philosophy of the nature and
political epistemology on what to do with political ecology (Latour, 1999: 9).
Applying the old Leninist question to the environmental problem, Latour
wonders: What to do with political ecology?... and he answers: Nothing!
What to do then?, he wonders again and answers again: Political ecology!

Before the possibility to burry political ecology in the cemetery of the
century’s ideologies or fight to make it succeed, Latour proposes that it has
not begun to exist, for we simply have united the words “ecology” and
“politics” without rethinking the background components.

% In this section we are supported on the work on political ecology published in Arellano (2002
31-36).
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For the author, conservationism can not be the mere entrance of the nature
in the world of politics, since it is a certain conception of science which
does not only depend on the idea of nature, but also in contrast, on the idea
of politics. In this sense he retakes the three concepts at the time: polis,
logos and phusis (polics, science and nature) (Latour, 1999).

Along five chapters and a conclusion, the author states a generalized
epistemology antithetic to that of the Platonic cave which, distinguishing
the heaven of the ideas (a practice that knows how to but does not talk)
and the hell of the social (a chattery practice but without knowledge). This
Platonic epistemological operation supposes the separation of the practical
work science from the sciences and has as a consequence the paralyzation
of the politics. On the contrary, Latour proposes to leave the cave by means
of the continuity between humans and the access to the truth and between
objectivity and social action. Said in other words, humans access knowledge
through social action, and their truths are objective in a constructive manner.
This is the idea which supports to consider this generalized epistemology
as a political epistemology.

This continuity proposal is carried out taking the following steps: firstly,
it breaks with the conventional idea of objective nature when using the
contributions of the sociology of sciences, the practice of the ecological
movements and compared anthropology. He takes from the first coinage
considerations, contingence and consensus on nature’s knowledge; from
the second, he adopts the invitation of the politicization of the proposals
of the political ecology, and finally, from the last the no-separation of human
and non-human entities. Immediately, he performs an exercise of translation
interchanging the properties of the humans and non-humans from which a
definition of collective is obtained, which is not assimilable into the old notions
of nature and society. This new collective allows him to transform the old
distinction between facts and values replacing it with a power separation
of better guarantees in a sort of constitution® of the political ecology, which would
try to answer the question How many are we? And Could we live together?

b For the author, the Greek epistemological structure and politics constitute the old Platonic
Constitution.

S7



Convergencia, num. 44, May-August 2007, ISSN 1405-1435, UAEM, Mexico

As it can be seen, in the proposal, even if it is radical, the features we have
always known in the Latourian work can be found. The first question asks
about the fact of recognizing ourselves and recognizing we live in a world
shared without anthropocentric pretensions or monopolized by science.

The Latourian epistemological proposal considers that the question is
how to reunite the collective (Latour, 1999: 87) and what it inherits from the old
nature and old society. This task does not only deals with gathering the
objects and subjects, since the distribution between nature and society is
not made to be overcome. With the aim to leave these “difficulties to
convoke the” Latourian “collective” (Latour, 1999: 92), it is needed to
consider that this is composed by humans and non-humans able to take the
citizens’ position. In order to generate this act of liberation from slavery of
the objects (such as Georges Simondon proclaimed) (Simondon, 1989) and
nature, it would be condition to proceed to their capacities’ repartition. The
first repartition consists in redistributing the word among humans and non-
humans “learning to doubt of all the spokesmen” (Latour, 1999: 99), both
of these who represent humans who take form as politicians and scientists
of the society, and those who represent the non-humans (scientists of the
nature). The second repartition consists in redistributing the capacity to act in
the role of social actor to the “associations of human and non-humans”
(Latour, 1999: 109). However, this does not mean that the citizens of the
collective belong to language or society. These associations can not be any
longer assimilated into the notions of change, the association of humans
and non-humans is an intrinsic characteristic of the Latourian collectives.
In the process of associating a third repartition emerges, it appears at the
moment when the consequences lightly surpass the causes, and that the
action apparently introduces debates which generate uncertainty. Due to
these reasons, associations require minimum dosages of reality convenient
to coordinate the action and recalcitrant mediators (Latour, 1999: 117) which
impede the undiscussed transfer of force or reason and which print uncertain
virtuality to the association (Latour, 1999: 123). The set of the three
repartitions allows defining the collective as something composed by
propositions (similar to the pretensions of validity, according to Habermas).
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Hence, the convoked collective would enable redefining politics as a
progressive composition of a good common world (Latour, 1999: 130),
integrating by the collectives defined by the nature-cultures. Latour’s answer
to leave the Platonic cave consists in integrating scientific activity in the
normal game of society and politics in the progressive integration of a
common world, said in other words, provide sciences with democracy.

The nature-cultures

In the last decades we have been experiencing the stressing of a paradoxical
process between the growing loss of specialization in the practical
construction of the world and the cognitive hyper-specialization of the
different disciplines advocated to the study of the natural, social and
symbolic topics. This paradox has not been resolved with the generalization
of postmodernism, since the application of the epistemological relativism
has inverted modernist epistemology, because it has relativized all kind of
knowledge on nature in sciences, yet it has also relativized politics, making
nature absolute, destroying the modern notion of nature and politics, when
mutating the traditional notions of nature and culture.

The important debates show the depleting of the unilateral explanations.
If we take as an instance the multi-cited global warming, we will see that
some consider that the cause is to be found in the cultural phenomenon. In
this case, we can have a radical ecologist with the condition to obviate the
argumentations made by certain scientists, referred to the argumentations
and evidence on the great temperature cycles that have been developing
along millions of years and which support the natural causes of global
warming. We can also take a radical naturalist with the condition of denying
the fact that industrial society is generating a series of products which sharpen
the greenhouse effect, thus partially causing global warming.

The practical paradox no-specialized/hyper-specialized epistemology
begins to be an officious diagnosis of the contemporary world. Thereby,
authors such as Ulrich Beck (1998) accept that the boundaries between
object and human begin to blur and where this blur is just the idea of risk
society. On his own, Habermas begins to concern about “the disappearance
of boundaries between the nature we are and the organic apparatus we give
ourselves” (Habermas, 2002: 39); such as Giddens when referring to risk
expresses:
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The best manner in which | can clarify the distinction between internal and
external risk is as follows: it can be said that in every traditional culture, and in
industrial society until nowadays’ threshold, human beings were preoccupied
by the risk from the outside world (poor harvests, floods, plagues and fam-
ines). In a certain moment, however —and very recently in historical terms—
we started to concern less about what nature can do and more about what
we have done for nature. This indicates the transition from the predominance
of external fear to that of the manufactured risk (Giddens, 2000: 39).

An extremely ethnocentric position for the defenders of the natural
macro-processes; Beck, Hebermas and Giddens’ positions make us face
the question: have the boundaries between nature and society just started
to disappear or can not the modern epistemology provide the old certainties
in a world which has always been social-natural? It is, have we just started
to create nature or have we just realized we interact with it? What is more,
has the world changed the positions of nature and politics? Or, is our
generalized modern epistemology in trouble? Here is where the proposal of
generalized epistemological solution which assumes the collectives as
synthesis of the nature-culture by Latour can have a relevant application,
for if the phenomena are of natural-social order his generalized epistemology
can orient us in this symmetrical epistemology.

However, this paradox has not always existed nor in all of the spheres.
In other times of history or in contemporary spheres, the world’s practical
construction, characterized by the absence of great productive
specializations, has coincided with the disciplinary inexistence in the
cognitive representations so that any kind of relation between nature, culture
and knowledge has been ignored.

The interesting of this supposition is that the conformation of specific
nature-culture arrangements can be captivated through ethnographical
observations.

In Habermas’ judgment, disciplinary specialization is not the result of
the single reason evolution, neither the symptom of every society nor all of
the ages. In other societies and in the past, world’s representations do not
permit a clear categorial distinction. Hence Habermas states:
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The ones who belong in a modern world of life, are bothered by the fact that
in a mythically interpreted world we cannot establish with enough precision
certain distinctions which are fundamental for our world understanding. From
Durkheim to Lévi-Strauss, anthropologists have stressed [...] the peculiar confu-
sion between nature and culture (among the pre-modern groups) (Habermas, 1987:
76-77).

Some classical anthropologists have showed how in pre-modern societies
the unspecialized representation of the world coincided with the practical
construction of the world.

The works, such as those performed by the anthropologist Philippe
Descola among the Achuar from the Amazonian rainforest and other
(Descola and Palsson, 1996; Descola, 1986), show that symbolic
representations of the Jibaro allude hybrid nature-culture realities, and the
representations of the nature and society are not separated as in the culture
influenced by science. In this very line it is found the complex of dual
nature-culture representations elaborated by Mesoamerican cultures,
unintelligible for Spanish conquerors and the currently Occidentalized minds.
Grosso modo we can express that traditional societies omit in a conceptual
manner the nature-culture separation.

Anthropologists of sciences have evidenced, on their own, that in the
research processes in contemporary technical-scientific laboratories, the
elaboration of scientific facts and technological artifacts does not correspond
to the supposed epistemological cuts nor to the disciplinariness evoked by
the classical epistemology. Laboratory ethnographies have worked to
demonstrate how in the conditions of material and symbolic contemporary
production the separation of the naturalistic and social entities does not
exist in a purified manner, general or definitive. The recognition of this
repartition of knowledge and notions between naturalists, and humanists
and sociologists of the modernist epistemology, is not perceived, in general,
as a change that affects the production of knowledge but only in its products.
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For instance, for the Physics Nobel Prize Weinberg, “an essential element
necessary for the birth of modern science was the separation between the
world of the physical science and the world of human culture [...], before
that time, the naturalistic notions explained that some peoples were naturally
slaves” (Weinberg, 1996). Despite his conclusion is criticizable, since in
this supposed time alluded by Weinberg there would not be specifically
naturalistic notions, the justifications of social differences in scientific times,
have been explained based on precise knowledge of nature. For instance, it
is the case of the gender and race notions which have been supported on
naturalistic appreciations.

Hence, anthropologist of the pre-modern cultures are contributing with
elements of epistemologies which integrate nature-culture and society and
reconstruct the genealogy of separation of the nature and society ontological
entities in the explanation of the world, and the anthropological studies of
the science evidence that the scientists’ practice is of a hybrid nature. On
both sides there can be find resources to plead for the interpretation of the
sciences and politics in order to synchronize and make the hybrid practice
of material production compatible with the symbolic representations, thus
far separated.

The results from the anthropology of the nature by Descola and that of
the laboratories shows us that modernist generalized epistemology is
historical and can be temporarily located within the last three hundred years
and socio-spatially in certain areas influenced by a scientific culture.

The epistemology of modernity is paradoxical when applying
universalism in science and relativism in politics, it is absolutist with science
but tolerant with politics. Hence that Latour proposes applying the same
tolerance to nature, nonetheless, this new politics needs the acceptance of
a certain relativism which enable accepting that knowledge and artifacts
are work of humans and, therefore, subject to their own constructivist laws.

Let us see closer Latour’s proposal. This author tries to overcome the
contemporary world paradox, characterized by the simultaneous defense
of the cultural relativism and the naturalistic mono-culturalism.
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The answer is that relativism could be substituted by a relativism of nature-
culture binomials. Such a proposal is praiseworthy for it corresponds to the
research results of two groups: the one of certain classical anthropologists
who approach the subject of natural communities and environments, and
that of the anthropologists of sciences. At the classical anthropological
level when facing that the relativity of cultures is solidary with the relativity
of natures, and with the sociology of sciences by means of the acceptance
that scientific controversies correspond to the binomial pointed out by the
notion of paradigm, when alluding cognitive structures shared by different
scientific disciplines.

In Latour’s opinion, with a scheme such as the aforementioned, we
would find ourselves in a situation where we did not need to defend the
subject from the deification nor the subject from the social construction,
said in other terms, in reality the things (including technology) do not threaten
the subjects, nor even the social construction weakens the object (thing,
nature, objectivity).

Latourian proposal has some theoretical and epistemological advantages;
if technology does not threaten subjects, society is not properly one of risk
but of research, society does not belong to information but to research;
however, in other sense, society does not weaken neither nature nor objects.

We partly coincide with Latour when he indicates that the crisis of
nature is an epistemological one. Nevertheless, we cannot share all his idea,
for we considered that besides the epistemological crisis, there is the crisis
of the man-nature relation. The problem is epistemological indeed;
nonetheless, there is also an ecological problem and if we do not achieve
solving both, then in spite of the enormous efforts of the ecologists to
defend nature, besides we do not pay attention that every time they do so,
they introduce more sciences, more techniques and more specialists, hence,
we delay the solution of these issues.
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Towards an epistemology of anthropological sustenance

For the promoters of inter-disciplinarianism, in any of its modalities, the
objectivity crisis consists in eliminating the ruptures which upon the world
have created the disciplinary perspectives; they have before them the problem
of conciliating the two large epistemological entities in which they have
divided reality: society and nature. For us, the ones who accept the integration
of the disciplines, the current methods such as the hybridization proposed
by Latour, and that of translation proposed by Serres, are still dualist and it
seems that new efforts will be necessary to elaborate a work method in
better accordance with a theory which will not be captive of the war between
modernists and postmodernists (Arellano, 2003a and 2003b).

The symmetric epistemological solution which relativizes the nature-
cultures stated by Latour is very interesting and can work as a preparation
to take it to other limits. The aspects of cognitive hyper-disciplinarianism
and practical hypo-disciplinarianism that Latour tries to solve still have, in
an anthological manner, a modernist configuration enclosed into the old
Cartesian debate between nature and culture. In Politics of nature, it seems
to us that Latour has solved the pointed problem in respect to the
inconsistency on the origin of hybridization, since the Latourian work
explains that nature and humankind were ontological and purified essences,
without considering that the very nature and humankind are previously
hybridized entities (Arellano, 2007: mimeo).

In our judgment, the problem should be solved in a generalized manner
when including the great dimensions which configure not only the process
of the history of modernity but also the hominization course, taking
advantage of the anthropology studies. In this sense, we opt for integrating
the dimensions that anthropology has worked on hominization processes
from its classical studies (Morgan, Frazer, Marcel Mauss, among other),
and take into account that it is intended to integrate dimensions in an
epistemological matrix instead of just a conceptual integration. It would be
a proposal where it should be conciliated a heterogeneous device composed
by natural, social, material and inter-subjective elements.
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Hence, things, the realities hybridized by Latour would not only be
nature-culture aggregates, but the dimensions of an anthropological matrix
which permanently change their organization and heterogeneity of the
precedent nature-society-technology-inter-subjectivity arrays.

The aforementioned sketches show a research program which should
be faced by a high-endurance work team.
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