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Where Are the Missing Masses?
The Sociology of a Few Mundane
Artifacts

Bruno Latour

To Robert Fox

Again, might not the glory of the machines consist in their being without
this same boasted gift of language? “Silence,” it has been said by one writer,
«e o virtue which render us agreeable to our fellow-creatures.”

Samuel Butler (Erewhon, chap. 23)

Early this morning, I was in a bad mood and decided to break a law
and start my car without buckling my seat belt. My car usually does
not want to start before I buckle the belt. It first flashes a red light
“FASTEN YOUR SEAT BELT!”, then an alarm sounds; it 1s O
high pitched, 5o relentless, so repetitive, that I cannot stand it. After
en seconds 1 swear and put on the bele, This time, Tstoad the alarm
for twenty scconds and then gave in. My mood had worsened quite
a bit, but I was at peace with the law—at least with that law. 1
wished 1o hreak it, but T eould not. Where is the morality? In me, a
human driver, dominated by the mindless power of an artifact? Orin
the artifact forcing me, a mindless human, to obey the law that I
freely accepted when I get my driver’s license? Of course, I could
have put on my scat belt before the light flashed and the alarm
sounded, incorporating in my own self the good behavior that every-
one—the car, the law, the police——wexpected of me. Or else, some
devious engineer could have linked the engine ignition to an electric
sensor in the seat belt, so that I could not even have started the
car before having put it on. Where would the morality be in those
(wo extreme cases? In the electric currents flowing in the machine
between the switch and the sensor? Or in the electric currents flowing
down my spine in the automatism of my routinized behavior? In
both cases the result would be the same from an outside observer—
say a watchful policeman: this assembly of a driver and a car obeys
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humans (yes, you sociologists, there are also relations among things, anq soctal
relations at that).

3

24. For the study of user’s manual, see Norman 1988 and Boullier, Akrich, and Le b
Goaziou 1990.

25. Re-inseription is the same thing as inscription or translation or delegation, but
seen in its movement. The aim of sociotechnical study is thus to follow the dynami,
of re-inscription transforming a silent artifact into a polemical process, A lovely
example of efforts at re-inscription of what was badly pre-inscribed outside of the
setting is provided by Orson Welles in Citizen Kane, where the hero not only boughy
a theater for his singing wife to be applauded in, but also bought the journals tha,
were to do the reviews, bought off the art critics themselves, and paid the audience
to show up—all to no avail, because the wife eventually quit. Humans and non-
humans are very undisciplined no matter what you do and how many predeterm;.
nations you are able to control inside the setting,

For a complete study of this dynamic on a large technical system, see Law (this
volume and in preparation) and Latour (forthcoming).

'
t

26. The study of scientific text is now a whole industry: see Callon, Law, and Rip
1986 for a technical presentation and Latour 1987 for an’introduction.

27. The linguistic meaning of a paradigm is unrelated to the Kuhnian usage of the
word. For a complete description of these diagrams, see Latour, Mauguin, and Tej

(1992).

28. T am grateful to Berward Joerges for letting me interview his key and his key
holder. It alone was worth the trip to Berlin,

29. Keys, locks, and codes are of course a source of marvelous fieldwork for analysts
You may for instance replace the key (excorporation) by a memorized code (incor-

poration). You may lose both, however, since memory is not necessarily more
durable than steel.
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