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Starting from the common intuition that Bruno Latour’s 
work holds many affinities with process philosophy, the 
paper tries to provide answers for the erratic reception in 
such direction. Through a historiographic account of the 
ensemble of works produced by Latour, the hypothesis is 
advanced that all previous work to An Inquiry into Modes of 
Existence (AIME) while claiming to be process-oriented, 
was largely not received as such because of the problems 
inherent to the irreductionist principle at the heart of it. The 
empirical metaphysics proposed in AIME finally solved 
such problems, thus liberating the processual dimension. 
The final sections will argue that «the world is articulated» 
is the central proposition of Latour’s process of empirical 
metaphysics, and that his most important contribution to 
philosophy may be summed up by the idea that 
«everything that lasts, lasts through what does not last». 
Incidentally this is an accurate way to describe A. N. 
Whitehead’s notion of societies, which will thus require – 
given the major event that this author’s work constituted 
for Latour – to first look into this often neglected aspect of 
Whitehead’s speculative philosophy. The article concludes 
with a note on the relation between Latour’s late 
metaphysics and his engagement in ecological matters.
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Introduction

I would like to start by identifying a gesture which runs across the entirety 
of Bruno Latour’s work, and whose importance for his metaphysics 
has yet to be fully explored. Time and again Latour instills movement, 
change, transience, and eventfulness into the most static, stable and uni-
vocal of concepts. It is as if all of Latour’s efforts would have always been 
geared towards countering the impoverished, pale, and static world that 
our inherited concepts sentence us to experience. In his works we read 
of: a type of truth – religious talk – that is only truthful when its specific 
type of movement is adequately repeated, of cascades of inscriptions by 
means of which scientists produce objectivity, of a world made of concat-
enations of mediators which create both what they translate and the enti-
ties between which they mediate. Even one of Latour’s most popularized 
concepts, that of the network, was always meant as part of a method for 
provisionally capturing a world in the making: «A network is not a thing 
but the recorded movement of a thing» (1996a, 378). So even if we provi-
sionally work with a very broad definition of process philosophy as priv-
ileging change, activity, and the emergence of novelty over permanence, 
things, and substance (Rescher 1996, 31), I take it as rather uncontroversial 
to work on the assumption that there is a very strong affinity with pro-
cess-oriented thought in a five decade-long body of work filled with con-
cepts such as “trajectory”, “circulation”, “event”, “vector”, or “flow”.

And yet Latour’s reception as some form of process philosophy has 
been erratic to say the least – if not meager. [1] In what 
follows I would like to offer, through a historiographical 
account of Latour’s work, a hypothesis regarding the diffi-
culties this reception poses, culminating in my main claim 
holding that his most ambitious philosophical project, An 
Inquiry into Modes of Existence (hereafter, AIME), can 
be read as a process metaphysics whose central proposi-
tion is «the world is articulated» (2013a, 257). Only after 
having grasped the importance of the processual dimen-
sion of Latour’s empirical metaphysics we will be able to 
apprehend his central contribution to philosophy, con-
densed in the increasingly omnipresent proposition across 
his latest works that «things last, through what does not 
last» (2017, 289). It is not by chance that this formula per-
fectly defines Alfred N. Whitehead’s neglected notion 
of “societies”. The massive role played by this author in 
Latour’s trajectory ever since the occurrence of what I will 
call “the Whitehead event” has been very often pointed 
out by Latour himself, as well as by the secondary litera-
ture. However, I will argue that we must look into Whitehead’s theory of 
societies so as to grasp the originality and nuance of his take on process, 
and hence of Latour’s. Before turning to this, however, some preliminary 
remarks about process and Latour’s reception are in order.

[1] Secondary literary profusely 
uses the terms “process” or “in the 
making” but rarely are these concepts 
defined or explicitly related to process 
philosophy (de Vries 2016; Schmidgen 
2015; Sheehey 2019). Some authors 
have focused on a particular aspect 
of process (Janicka 2023) or have 
highlighted Latour’s relation to a 
certain author associated with process 
philosophy (Alliez 2015; Bencherki 
2018; Weber 2016). While these contri-
butions are all valuable in themselves, 
the reception we here aspire to is one 
that rigorously defines what is under-
stood by process and which engages 
with the metaphysical dimension 
of the process philosophy tradition. 
Although neither work is explicitly 
devoted to Latour, to my knowledge 
Bensusan (2016) and Harman (2014) 
remain among the few contributions 
that fit this latter description in their 
engagement with his work.
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Prince of Process

One of the problems faced by any worthwhile debate about “process phi-
losophy” is that, unless an explicit effort is made up front to counter them, 
one falls inevitably into one of two tendencies. The first one being deter-
mined by the fact the that the term has been for decades associated in North 
America to Whitehead’s philosophy, and the school of “process theology” 
that stemmed from it. The second tendency involves very broad definitions 
of process in which philosophers of any time and latitude roughly favor-
ing change, movement, or becoming will be labelled as pertaining to “pro-
cess philosophy”. The first tendency has been challenged by authors who, 
while aiming to highlight the contemporary importance of Whitehead’s 
work, refuse for “process philosophy” to remain as simply a school synony-
mous with his name (Lucas 1983, 1989; Rescher 1996). These efforts have tried 
to provide process philosophy with both rigorous definitions of its main 
concepts and a history of its own. As for the second major tendency, one of 
the biggest challenges faced by such broad definitions of process is that they 
enable the possibility of very different authors, with even conflicting views 
about most issues, to be thrown into the same “process bag”.

For the purpose of this paper we shall focus on this second strategy, 
which is in fact the one that has been eventually followed – after some 
initial reluctance – by the most widely read reception to date of Bruno 
Latour as a process philosopher, namely Graham Harman’s. Ever since the 
2008 debate at the London School of Economics (LSE) in which Latour 
and Harman debated the latter’s manuscript for his first book on the for-
mer, Harman was extremely weary of characterizing actor-network the-
ory (hereafter, ANT) as a form of “process philosophy” or “event-thinking”. 
Noortje Marres urged him to do so at the debate, but Harman resisted the 
idea of Latour’s philosophy being associated with «flow and becoming» 
(Harman 2011, 92). The published version of the debated book posed the 
problem right from the preface. Harman would contest the «false sense 
of beatnik brotherhood» created when authors as different as Whitehead, 
Bergson, James, Deleuze, Serres, Simondon, Tarde, Souriau, Stengers, and 
Latour are listed together «under such misleading titles as “process philos-
ophy” and “philosophy of immanence”» (2009, 6). So here the problem for 
Harman lies in Latour and Whitehead being associated with authors who, 
unlike them – and always according to Harman – , consider the individ-
ual actors secondary and derivative of the continuity of flux, becoming, 
or the pre-individual.  [2] However, in buying into con-
tinuous flux and becoming defining the admittedly mis-
leading title of “process philosophy”, and with Latour and 
Whitehead not adequately fitting into it if thus described, 
Harman concludes that «Latour is no philosopher of 
becoming, no “process philosopher” except in the trivial 
sense that he tries to account for changes in the world, as 
every thinker must» (2009, 105).

By contrast, Harman’s (2014) next effort to set apart Latour and 
Whitehead from the rest of the “process” authors did claim Latour to be a 
process philosopher. While Harman claimed they were all philosophers of 
change, he now distinguished between authors emphasizing both process 
and becoming, and those who only emphasize process. However, Harman 

[2] As shown by Kleinherenbrink 
(2019) for Deleuze and by Penas (2014) 
for Simondon, on this matter the 
situation is far more nuanced than 
Harman’s depiction of the alleged 

”beatnik brotherhood” would suggest.
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now distinguished between authors emphasizing both process and becom-
ing, and those who only emphasize process. The former he calls School Y 
and includes the likes of Bergson, DeLanda, Deleuze, James, Simondon, 
and Stengers, and the latter is called School X and only includes Latour 
and Whitehead. The effort to clarify the hitherto confusing notion of 

“process philosophy” also includes distinguishing each school’s approach 
to “relations”, with members of School Y labeled as practitioners of rela-
tional ontology, and School X, going further, being described as «what 
might be the most relational ontologies in the history of Western thought» 
(Harman 2014, 234).

While the attempt to elucidate the always-too-broad label of “pro-
cess philosophy” is commendable, one feels that the only possible use for 
such razor-blade partitioning of authors into air-tight compartments is to 
partake into some kind of politics of philosophical belonging, or quite sim-
ply an attempt for a certain kind of reception to take place (or not) for 
an author. My only interest lies in the latter, especially regarding Latour, 
and specifically since I deem his (and also Whitehead’s) most important 
insights as impossible to grasp if certain aspects of Harman’s reception are 
left unquestioned. For the reading of Latour’s late work as a process meta-
physics that I here propose, the claim that neither him nor Whitehead can 
account for change, or that they reduce entities to their present “bundle 
of relations”, like Harman claims every time he mentions them, is simply 
untenable. Already during the LSE debate Latour very strongly confronted 
Harman for having labeled him as pertaining to the school of philosophy 
that asserts that “everything is relational” – a doctrine which Latour claimed 
to not even understand, deeming it incompatible with his irreductionist 
take on translation always being at a cost (Latour et al. 2011, 43). Although 
the debate about internal and external relations is too broad to be dealt 
with here (cfr. Frigerio, 2023), and certainly both Whitehead and Latour 
at some point referred to relations – although Latour always favored the 
notion of “associations” – , my hope is that my historiographic reconstruc-
tion will show that ANT’s own meddling with the “number of relations” 
approach was truly detrimental to its processual dimension shining through. 
As ANT’s problems became increasingly evident to Latour, not only did 
he leave behind the quantitative approach to relations in favor of a qual-
itative approach to translations. He would eventually go so far as to reject 
any analysis that would start either from an «entity plus its relations»-type 
scheme or from what Harman claims is Latour’s option, 
namely one that posits that «relations precede entities» [3] 
(Latour 2016b, 316). This culminated in Latour’s recurring 
argument throughout the 2010s – most evident in Facing 
Gaia – about the interpenetration and overlapping of all 
entities. The importance of these changes in Latour’s work 
cannot be overestimated, especially if we are to take up the 
challenge currently posed to philosophy by climate change, 
since what is ultimately at stake is whether a process meta-
physics could be better suited to a world prehended in its 
finitude (Latour 2017, 289).

If we are to embrace the truly unique process ele-
ment of AIME’s metaphysics, our first aim should be to 
fully untangle the “process knot” tying together – and 

[3] Drawing on Whitehead’s “simple 
location”, Latour argues that this 
constitutive gesture through which 
the Moderns define each entity – i.e. it 
is here in space and here in time, with 
its explanation requiring no reference 
to other regions of space-time 
(Whitehead 1967b, 49) – inevitably 
leads to the artifactual notion of “rela-
tion”. Since simple location’s starting 
point is always an atomized entity, 
Latour argues that no amount of rela-
tions being added to it will “resuscitate” 
it: «To put it more starkly, an entity plus 
its relations, or an organism plus its 
environment, remains a monster no 
matter what you do afterwards to retie 
it. […] [T]he very notion of relations 
among entities is misguided – or sim-
ply too belated to be of real speculative 
significance» (2016b, 316).
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making undistinguishable from each other – notions as diverse as “flux”, 
“motion”, “becoming” or “change”. Admittedly Latour himself made no 
effort to differentiate these notions, which makes the uniqueness of the 
process aspect of AIME especially elusive. I propose we now take a detour 
through Whitehead’s idiosyncratic account of process precisely because 
he did make an effort to distinguish these elements (Reck 1972, 226), and 
most importantly because it is my claim that AIME simply cannot be fully 
grasped without Whitehead’s theory of societies. Thus, Whiteheadian 
societies become both a test of how nuanced our grasp of Whitehead’s 
philosophy is and a key opening up AIME’s process metaphysics. To put 
the point aphoristically: tell me how important you take Whitehead’s 
theory of societies to be in Process and Reality, and I will tell you how 
you understand the processual dimension of AIME’s metaphysics.

The Riddle of the Universe Is Not So Simple: Whitehead 
and Process 

For an author whose name has become for some synonymous with process 
philosophy, Whitehead’s work poses some genuine challenges to process 
thought. I would like to focus on two features of his process philosophy 
making him a rather special process thinker. These not only complement 
each other, but are essential to understanding his theory of societies. The 
first one is Whitehead’s conception of process and individuality as being 
inseparable and requiring each other, and the second is the obligation he 
imposes for speculative philosophy not to separate flux and permanence.

Whitehead’s whole speculative scheme rests on the centrality of his 
notion of “actual entities” – or “actual occasions” – , which are the real indi-
vidual and indivisible existences which make the world. By virtue of what 
Whitehead (1978) calls the “ontological principle” they are the only reasons, 
meaning «that to search for a reason is to search for one or more actual enti-
ties» (24). Additionally, Process and Reality’s first Category of Explanation 
is «[t]hat the actual world is a process, and that the process is the becom-
ing of actual entities» (22). Thus we arrive at a first reason why Whitehead 
stands out from other process thinkers [4] of his time with 
whom he nevertheless shared important concerns – such as 
Bergson and Alexander – namely his insistence on fact that 
«[p]rocess and individuality require each other. In separa-
tion all meaning evaporates» (Whitehead 1968, 97). Rather 
than conceiving the individual as a sub-product, or as a 
momentary interruption of a flow of process, Whitehead 
holds that individual actual entities are the process itself: 
they do not enter into or emerge from a process, since their becoming and 
perishing is the process. It is important to note that Whitehead is not deal-
ing with punctiform entities that pass away in an instant and require a third 
term to connect with the next, contrary to what Harman argues (2014, 245) 
– a claim he likewise extends to Latour and which will be discussed later. 
Whitehead is very clear in Modes of Thought. The Newtonian description 
of matter at an instant, abstracted from time is erroneous: «If process be 
fundamental to actuality, then each ultimate fact must be describable as 
process» (Whitehead 1968, 88). Furthermore, since for Whitehead “process” 
and “existence” presuppose each other, notions such as a point in process, 

[4] Rescher (1996, 89–90) goes as far 
as saying that for Whitehead to have 
based his process philosophy upon 
irreducible atomic units is at odds 
with the spirit of process, for which 
he claims an infinite concatenation of 
processes without a final unit would 
be more appropriate.
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a moment of time devoid of any temporal spread, or a point in space are 
fallacious (1968, 96).

A brief technical note on flux is called for before we move onto the 
next point, since Whitehead does sometimes use flux and process inter-
changeably. We find in Process and Reality two types of fluencies: con-
crescence and transition (1978, 210). Concrescence, is the becoming of a 
new actual entity through the prehension of all past actual entities in 
its movement towards its final cause. Transition involves the subjective 
perishing of an individual private actual entity that now joins the pub-
licity of objectified (and immortal) individuality (1978, 151) – remember, 
actual entities only become and perish. Thus, through perishing, an actual 
entity joins (as an object) the disjunctive diversity that now serves as data 
for new actual entities – and the process is taken up anew. Whitehead 
calls the creative process swinging from concrescence to transition and 
back «rhythmic» (1978, 151). Anticipating some of the later sections of this 
paper, I propose we take AIME as a sort of qualification of all the types 
of “rhythms” – and not just keys – through which the beings that the 
Moderns hold on to achieve continuity from discontinuity. But let us 
return to Whitehead.

We now arrive at his theory of societies, which we will approach via 
the second crucial feature of Whitehead’s process thought: the indissocia-
ble bond between flux and permanence. This is what Whitehead calls the 
double problem: «In the inescapable flux, there is something that abides; 
in the overwhelming permanence, there is an element that escapes into 
flux» (1978, 338). Each aspect can only be explained in terms of the other, 
and Whitehead asserts that no interpretation of patent facts awaits those 
who disjoin the two elements (1978, 338). So a process view which overem-
phasizes the flux element simply won’t do: «The riddle of the universe is 
not so simple. There is the aspect of permanence in which a given type of 
attainment is endlessly repeated for its own sake; and there is the aspect of 
transition to other things» (1967b, 112). But how does Whitehead account 
for permanence? Here, societies enter the stage.

It is very unfortunate that, with notable exceptions (cfr. Debaise 
2017), Whitehead’s theory of societies has been given very little attention 
– and has been deemed irrelevant regarding Latour’s work 
(Harman 2009, 104).  [5] In technical terms a society is a 
nexūs of actual occasions that share a defining character-
istic which they inherit (Whitehead 1978, 34). Societies «are 
the permanent entities which enjoy adventures of change 
throughout time and space» (35). As central as actual entities 
are in Whitehead’s scheme, we cannot forget that they only 
become and perish (80). They are abstractions which operate 
at the microscopic scale (128), and unlike Leibniz’s monads, 
actual entities do not change (35). This explains for the fol-
lowing formula which at this very moment I will ask the 
reader to remember until it decisively reappears towards 
the end of the paper: in Whitehead’s speculative scheme 
only societies endure, and they do so through actual enti-
ties that do not endure, but only become and perish.

One last word regarding the importance of 
Whitehead’s theory of societies as it relates to the often 

[5] Harman’s decision to discard the 
notion of “societies” is one he delibe-
rately makes against what he calls 
«some orthodox readings of Process 
and Reality» (2002, 311 n. 3). Through 
the years, the reasons backing such 
a choice have changed without prior 
notice – as well as his characterization 
of “societies”. His first take on societies 
depicted their lasting continuity 
as a sort of appearance, which he 
contrasted against the reality of actual 
entities (Harman 2002, 230-231). At 
the time Harman argued that the fact 
that actual entities, nexūs, and socie-
ties are the same kind of beings makes 
their distinction unnecessary (2002, 
311 n. 3). In further mentions Harman 
claimed that societies partially solve 
perpetual perishing since they endure 
(2009, 104) – which is correct – , and 
later hinted that the larger size of an 
object is characteristic of societies 
(2011, 296 n. 8). This last claim simply 
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noted anti-substantialist tendency of process philosophies. 
Doubtlessly Whitehead is critical of some aspects of the 
classical notion of substance but, as William A. Christian 
(1959) has cogently shown, it is not a downright rejection. 
In fact, Whitehead kept some elements of the notion 
of substance that he did appreciate. It is well know that 
Process and Reality flags as «sheer error» the use of the 
doctrine of substance in metaphysics (Whitehead 1978, 
79), while accepting it having permeated into language 
and logic via subject-predicate forms. Whitehead firmly 
rejects from the traditional account of substance both its 
static and vacuous substratum, as well as the independent 
self-sufficiency it implies. However, Whitehead was sen-
sitive to the benefits of the classic notion of substance, 
namely it having an essential character and a complete 
existence retaining the same metaphysical status through 
changing circumstances (1967a, 204). This is exactly what societies contrib-
ute to Process and Reality’s scheme: «the principles of real individuality, 
self-existence, and permanence» (Christian 1959, 115). The remaining pages 
of this paper aim to show the importance of Whiteheadian societies – or 
conceptual equivalents – in opening up the process-metaphysical dimen-
sion of Latour’s later work.

ANT Yet It Moves

Quite possibly Bruno Latour (2016a) was right when he argued that «intel-
lectual history is always a dubious and misleading business» (467), since 
«influences proceed mostly backward, reversing chains of causality: con-
sequences choose what will cause them» (466). Thus, attempting to trace 
an author’s intellectual history «rubs history the wrong way» (467), since 
«authors choose by what and by whom they will be influenced» (467). Still, 
it’s nothing short of fascinating to read, a few years before Latour’s own 
work was shaken by Whitehead, ANT’s foundational article mention-
ing biologist C. H. Waddington’s concept of “chreod”.  [6] 
Having turned away from geology upon discovering 
Whitehead’s process philosophy, Waddington eventu-
ally pursued a career as a Whitehead-inspired embryolo-
gist laying the foundations of what became evolutionary 
developmental biology. Waddington’s concept of “chreod” 
is used in Unscrewing the Big Leviathan as an alterna-
tive metaphor for what Michel Callon and Bruno Latour 
also call “black boxes” (1981, 285). In their example showing Electricity of 
France’s (EDF) attempt in the 1970s to make the electric car ineludible 
in the future, and just like a “chreod” stabilizes a certain developmental 
trajectory, Callon and Latour talk about the processes of translation by 
means of which EDF channels in a particular direction each actor’s mar-
gins of maneuver, their positions, desires, knowledge, and abilities (1981, 
289). Just like Waddington had found living organisms’ forms as best char-
acterized by comparing them to a river (1957, 2), Callon and Latour follow 
suit regarding processes of translation for technological innovations:

does not hold, since it is duration, and 
not size, which characterizes societies 

– proof of which is that electrons 
and protons are used as examples of 
societies by Whitehead himself (1978, 
98). The first argument does not hold 
either, since while it is obvious that 
nexūs and societies are made of actual 
entities, again, the two latter endure, 
so being «of the same kind» does not 
exclude the fact that they display very 
different properties. As for the correct 
second claim, the use of the adverb 
«partly» – «provisionally» would have 
been even better – is precisely what 
makes Whitehead’s take on process 
so nuanced: in this cosmic epoque the 
ever-new universe is made of enduring 
entities – i.e. societies – which endure 
through actual entities that do not 
endure, but only become and perish.

[6] Consider the etymology that gave 
rise to Waddington’s neologism: 
«“creode”, from the Greek roots χρη, 
it is necessary, and ὁδός, a route or 
path» (1957, 32). The similitude with 

“obligatory passage point”, a central 
ANT concept, is stunning.
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Our wills flow into the EDF’s canals and networks. We rush towards the electric 

engine just as the river water rushes towards the Seine along stone and concrete 

pipes designed by the hydraulic engineers. (1981, 289)

At all times during the text we get the impression that change and insta-
bility are the norm, since whatever lasting order is stabilized is what must 
be explained – whether it be Hobbes’ Leviathan, a troop of baboons, or 
EDF’s electric car project. This sense of the fragility of associations, of the 
constant negotiation of every actor with each other will be best charac-
terized in Irreductions, which Latour had finished writ-
ing in parallel to the paper with Callon. [7] Throughout this 
short text written in the style of a classical treatise – num-
bered propositions and scholia included – added at the end 
of The Pasteurization of France, we find ANT minus the 
case studies and formulated as a sort of neo-monadology:

Every entelechy makes a whole world for itself. […] It translates all the other forc-

es on its own behalf, and it seeks to make them accept the version of itself that it 

would like them to translate. (Latour 1988, 166)

Irreductions had originated from a life-changing intuition that Latour 
had had in the now famous 1972 epiphany he experienced while driv-
ing from Gray to Dijon in his native Burgundy: «Nothing can be reduced 
to anything else, nothing can be deduced from anything else, everything 
may be allied to everything else» (1988, 163). From such a founding prem-
ise stemmed both Irreductions’ and ANT’s greatest successes as well as 
its biggest flaws. In a sense, they were doomed from birth. Along with 
the huge freedom of movement across heterogenous actors and domains 
they permitted, they also encouraged analyses in terms of the number of 
associations – and thus of stability or duration understood only in terms 
of growing and winning actors strategically striving for 
domination. [8] Even Latour himself, in an interlude to 
Irreductions, acknowledged the fact that the whole text 
seemed to be based in a paradox, since its first principle 
claimed that nothing is itself reducible or irreducible, only 
to then reduce everything to associations – i.e. «trials of strength» (1988, 
190). However, at the time Latour’s verdict was that there was actually no 
paradox. There was simply a choice to embrace an initial reduction, allow-
ing the necessary mediations that hold things to come into view. The ben-
efits of such a choice – at least at the time – seemed worth the price: no 
more hierarchies, no more opaque domination, no more magical impres-
sions of potency (1988, 191 and 213). But the fact remained that Irreductions 
was based on a reduction of the world to a certain number of associa-
tions, and that this, while aiming to enrich the world – which no doubt 
it initially did – , actually impoverished it, since it narrowed it down to 
just one type of associations – it created a black and white world (Tresch 
& Latour 2013, 308). Very soon after publishing Irreductions the philo-
sophical price paid proved too high for Latour. The traces of Latour’s dis-
content with ANT are overwhelming throughout the 1990s (1996a; 1996b; 
1999a). However, it was meanwhile booming with success, to the point 
that decades later Latour would blame having had to take care of ANT’s 

[7] In fact, it is quoted in its manu-
script form in a footnote alongside 
Nietzsche’s The Will to Power and 
Deleuze and Guattari’s Anti-Oedipus 
(Callon & Latour 1981, 303 n. 25).

[8] This aspect granted ANT early 
critiques as overly Machiavellian 
(Amsterdamska 1990).
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«after-sale service» (Tresch & Latour 2013, 304) for the massive delay in 
bringing to life the project that he had been working on since very soon 
after publishing Irreductions – and which aspired to solve its main prob-
lems while remaining mostly compatible with it. Enter Whitehead.

The Whitehead Event

It is through a journal article published alongside AIME that we have 
access to a detailed account of yet another epiphany, this time leading 
to Latour’s (2013b, 297) second great philosophical intuition. It goes some-
thing like this.

It’s August 1987 and a young philosopher working as a sociologist 
caresses a rock while sunbathing in an island off Gothenburg. He can-
not stop thinking about that Whitehead quote that his 
friend Isabelle Stengers [9] had shared with him the previ-
ous month, by the Fondation Les Treilles’ 
swimming pool.  [10] An event takes place. 
Could these red rocks his fingers keep try-
ing to read be taking risks so as to remain 
in existence?

Latour recalls that the passage that 
Stengers had shared with him was proba-
bly the one in Whitehead’s The Concept 
of Nature about Cleopatra’s Needle in 
London being an event. [11] However, 
there is no sense of risk-taking to be found 
in those otherwise memorable pages. For 
that we must instead turn to Process and 
Reality, where Whitehead describes the 
choices made by a rock so as to remain in 
existence:

The Castle Rock at Edinburgh exists from moment to moment, and 

from century to century, by reason of the decision effected by its own 

historic route of antecedent occasions. (1978, 43)

The Whitehead event had just taken place, and it will very 
slowly spread across all of Latour’s work. Starting from 
We Have Never Been Modern (hereafter, NBM) we wit-
ness through the 1990s a gradual transition from a notion 
of duration built around the study of mediators in case 
studies of technological projects, to a notion of duration 
thought at the level of ontology, where Being will now 
be defined as existence, and where mediators become 
the means by which all existents remain in presence. In 
Irreductions and ANT the others are necessary for an 
actor to grow, to displace through networks, to translate 
the others’ wills into its own. In such a scheme, duration 
is taken as an asymmetry, as that which poses a gradient of 
resistance, and it is obtained by «bringing into play associ-
ations that last longer than the interactions that formed 

[9] The immense role that Belgian 
philosopher 
Isabelle Stengers 
has had on 
Bruno Latour’s 
work (and vice 
versa) ever since 
meeting in the 
late 1970s is 
beyond the 
scope of this 
paper. Each of 
their respective 
philosophical 
adventures, no 
matter how 
different their 
styles, agendas 
and audiences 
have been, 
cannot be con-
ceived without 
the constant 

challenge, critique, and inspiration that 
each received from the other. While 
this alliance is receiving increased 
attention (cf. Pignarre 2023), and will 
surely receive much more as mono-
graphies and PhDs on both Latour and 
Stengers are currently getting ready for 
publication – see Alice Mortiaux and 
Didier Debaise’s forthcoming works 

– , their own words on each other are 
extremely telling. In a late interview for 
France Culture, after having said that 
it was thanks to Stengers that he was 
exposed to very important authors that 
he would have otherwise never disco-
vered (or understood) – like Whitehead 
and Tobie Nathan – , Latour was asked 
whether he considered Stengers as 
a master. Latour’s (2019) answer was 
as follows: «A master is someone 
whose whip you fear – because I 
have a rather dogmatic conception 
of mastery. The only person of whom 
I can say that I can come out of a 
discussion of one of my texts in tears 
is Isabelle Stengers [laughs]. So I think 
she deserves that admirable title of 
master» [20:20-20:43]. As for the 
effects on Stengers’ work of Latour’s 
critiques, it is very illustrative to read 
her reasons for having re-written/
re-articulated the 2017 published first 

[10] Cf. Stengers (2023) for an 
account of this same event, written 
almost four decades later, in which 
Stengers shows how surprised and 
humbled she felt upon her late reali-
zation that the Whitehead quote she 
offered in playful provocation actually 
changed Latour forever.

[11] Technically speaking the monu-
ment we recognize as Cleopatra’s 
Needle is the character expressed by a 
stream of events, what Whitehead still 
calls an object in his pre-speculative 
works.
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them» (Callon & Latour 1981, 283). In the language of 
Irreductions: through an actant leaning on a force slightly 
more durable than itself (Latour 1988, 160). Admittedly 
ANT was specifically conceived so as to empirically trace 
drastic changes of scale in technological projects that were 
very hard to understand with classic macro/micro sociol-
ogy – thus the constant talk of growth, winning, domi-
nation, and recruitment. The same goes for Irreductions, 
whose neo-monadology is built around the notion of force, and only deals 
with actors wanting to increase their strength. In fact, in a surprisingly 
honest scholium, Latour admits that his tractatus scientifico-politicus 
leaves totally unexplored other types of actors that do not enter the dom-
inate-or-be-dominated game (1988, 167). If what is real in Irreductions is 
defined as what resists trials of strength, as what creates asymmetries, the 
reader is left to wonder about the ontological status of these indifferent 
and undisciplined actors’ type of existence. All that Latour could tell us at 
that time is that those «irreducible others have need of poets rather than 
philosophers» (1988, 167). Again, it’s not without a beautiful irony that we 
are about to see a major upheaval of his whole work upon his encounter 
with an author who precisely claimed philosophy’s aim, being the expres-
sion of what is self-evident, makes it akin to poetry [12] 
(Whitehead 1968, 50). There is no turning back from the 
Whitehead event.

Even in a work like NBM which does not mention 
Whitehead, but which is obviously already under his spell, 
we are now dealing with mediations understood as what 
«make[s] it possible [for a being] to remain in presence – 
that is, to exist» (Latour 1993, 129). Existence cannot hence-
forth be taken for granted – not even that of the beings that Irreductions 
consigned to the realm of poetry. All beings risk their way into existence. 
This is not, however, simply a domination-type risk involving recruit-
ing allies or anything merely quantifiable for stabilization. Mediators are 
now also taken as ontological means fostering existence. The new world 
which NBM hints at is one deeply attuned to a process metaphysics, one 
in which «we do not fall upon someone or something, we do not land on 
an essence, but on a process, on a movement, a passage – literally a pass, in 
the sense of this term as used in ball games» (Latour 1993, 129).

How are we to take the key notion of the pass when the Whitehead 
Rubicon has been crossed, when we now know that there is also a transcen-
dence of rocks? It will take all kinds of different names through the years, 
but after the Whitehead event all existents must be deemed as resulting 
from their capacity for transcendence. This is of course a very special type 
of transcendence without opposite, defined interchangeably in NBM as 
a sending [envoi], an utterance [énoncé], or delegation, i.e. «the mainte-
nance in presence by the mediation of a pass» (Latour 1993, 128). AIME 
will later call this very strange form of immanence through which beings 
riskily obtain continuity “mini-transcendence”.

Yet at this very early stage, the Whitehead shock will demand from 
Latour to accommodate his work on semiotics to this philosophical earth-
quake, salvaging from the initial irreductionist intuition whatever can 
remain compatible, while still remaining committed to empirical inquiry. 

[12] A very similar point is made by 
Étienne Souriau in L’instauration phi-
losophique (1939, 67) – Souriau being 
yet another author brought to Latour’s 
attention by Stengers two decades 
after the Whitehead event, and who 
would also become indispensable for 
the peripeteias of AIME.

version of what later became Making 
Sense in Common: «Bruno Latour […] 
reproached me for having allowed 
myself to write dreamily, for friends, for 
those who, in their indulgence, smile, 
understand, and forgive. […] [T]hat 
first of all means that one has been 
indulgent with oneself» (Stengers 
2020, 7-8).
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[13] An author much admired by 
Latour, Gilles Deleuze, had already 
shown interest in the proposition that 
Being is “sens” as early as 1954, in his 
review of Jean Hyppolite’s Logique 
et existence. Though not pursued 
here, it would be fruitful to compare 
the later development of Deleuze’s 
univocity of Being with Latour’s modes 
of existence as a multivocity of Being. 
For a preliminary instance of the latter, 
see section “The World Is Articulated” 
below.

It is exactly this that we see at play in a proposition which is central in the 
processual re-flourishing of Latour’s metaphysics: «The world of meaning 
[sens] and the world of being are one and the same world, that of trans-
lation, substitution, delegation, passing» (1993, 129) – a formula that will 
re-appear with slight modifications in both AIME and Facing Gaia. It is 
worth reminding that “sens” in French means both “meaning” and “direc-
tion”. Thus, meaning is always a tendency toward something. What is at 
stake here is the articulation between this direction we 
call meaning, Being, and existence. [13] Latour draws on an 
ontologized version of Greimas’ definition of enunciation 
so as to define Being as the absents through whose traces 
in beings sense is made (Latour 1999c). Having mocked 
the ontological difference as incongruous in Irreductions 
(Latour 1988, 169), it now returns with a vengeance, as a 
dynamic rendering of the articulation between Being and 
beings which grants exactly the same ontological dignity to 
both. The possibility of Being residing in the latter had been 
ruled out by Heidegger and his epigones’ scorn for empiri-
cal studies, whereas for Latour it is precisely in beings that 
we find the traces of Being (1993, 66). No, there has never been such a thing 
as the forgetfulness of Being (1993, 66). Being’s traces are everywhere in 
the most ordinary of beings, and Latour wants to keep both Being and 
beings. Years before discovering William James’s radical empiricism, it is 
in the special brand of empiricism found in Whitehead’s metaphysics – 
what Didier Debaise (2017) has referred to as a speculative empiricism – 
that Latour finds the springboard for his empirical metaphysics.

It is a complete mistake to ask how concrete particular fact can be built up out of 

universals. The answer is, “In no way”. The true philosophical questions is, How 

can concrete fact exhibit entities abstract from itself and yet participated in by its 

own nature? (Whitehead 1978, 20)

The Historicity Way into the Pluriverse

In a famous section of Twilight of the Idols Nietzsche diagnosed all 
philosophers as lacking historical sense and, with the sole exception of 
Heraclitus, as hating the very idea of becoming. With his caustic wit 
Nietzsche writes the following about philosophers: «They think that they 
are showing respect for something when they dehistorize it […]; nothing 
real makes it through their hands alive» (2005, 166). While Latour never 
followed his teenage philosophical hero’s footsteps in defending becoming, 
he fought with Nietzsche’s same vigor against the dehistoricized views of 
science inherited from epistemologists. Thus his prescription of a good 
dose of Tolstoy’s War and Peace to start off a historical study of Pasteur’s 
microbes, overflowing with noisy, and contingent history not limited to 
human protagonists. While The Pasteurization of France already granted 
microbes their own history (Latour 1988, 82), the shock of Whitehead really 
turned things around since the Summer of 1987. The historicity of things 
starts crawling everywhere in Latour’s work demanding that existence 
stop being confused with essence – the kind which once “discovered” was 
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always and everywhere already there. From now on, with all actors being 
granted back their status of full-fledged mediators – i.e. of events – , if we 
are still to talk about essences, we should rather consider them as the tra-
jectory left in the wake of successive events (Latour 1993, 87).

The slow metabolization of Whitehead finally gets credited when 
Latour is invited to contribute to Isabelle Stengers’ collective volume 
L’effet Whitehead in 1994, with a text that blends his work on Pasteur’s 
microbes with Whitehead’s cosmology. This is a very important text 
because in it Latour makes very explicit that his ANT work, including 
NBM, lacked the metaphysics of its ambitions, and that «we must dare, 
like Whitehead, to have commerce with metaphysics» (1996a, 80).

Whitehead thus becomes the catalyzer for Latour to imagine 
what he calls a radical historical realism, i.e. a realism without a timeless 
substance (1996a, 78), showing him a way out of the impossible choice 
between the two evils of realism and constructivism. Just like Whitehead 
kept certain aspects of the classic notion of substance for his societies, 
Latour now comes up with what starts to look like a more process-com-
patible notion of substance, which he defines as «the gradual attribution 
of stable properties attached by an institution to a name lastingly linked 
to a practice, the whole circulating in a relatively standardized network» 
(1996a, 85). The entire text is an ode to the concept of event, but since 
Latour also used the notion of relation, he includes a warning for bad 
readings of his claim that events are defined by their relations (1996a, 85). 
Anticipating future interpretations, such as Harman’s (2009) and many 
readings that approach Latour’s work through him, that would take him 
as a sort of neo-Megarian for whom «[i]f relations change, the definition 
[of an entity] changes» (Latour 1996a, 88), Latour answers: «But history 
cannot be defined by a simple rearrangement of factors. History is not 
created from already made ingredients» (88). There has to be something 
more for an event to take place, «some radical and unique capacity for 
innovation» (88). What adding historicity to all agents henceforth means 
is that they «must in part be causa sui» (88). Latour, like all process phi-
losophers, takes it as a given that all entities have some kind of inner 
drive for self-realization (Rescher 1996, 85; Lucas 1983, 10). Appetition in 
Leibniz, conatus in Spinoza, will to power in Nietzsche, avidity in Tarde, 
élan vital in Bergson, principle of unrest in Alexander, subjective aim 
in Whitehead, or vections d’appétition in Souriau. This is exactly what 
we found in the directional dimension conferred to Being by Latour’s 
gesture to define it as meaning [sens]. This topic also started one of the 
most heated polemics during the LSE debate – second only to the rela-
tionism controversy. Latour rejects by all means Harman’s claim that in 
his own work actors are punctiform and are always mediated by a third: 
«no, things are expectant» (Latour et al. 2011, 107), there is always a vec-
tor quality (106), even «intentionality is a good word if it is extended to 
everything» (122).

Precisely Latour’s next paper after the Pasteur-Whitehead one 
featured a veiled homage to Whitehead’s passage on the Castle Rock at 
Edinburgh in which Latour described the castle of Chatelperron as an 
event, as making space, and making history (1997, 182). The text marks 
the only time that Latour has called for a process philosophy. It asserts 
that there is room for a philosophy «that ignores the quarrel between 
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space-time as [Newtonian] sensorium or as mind-set» (186) if only we try 
«to turn towards the world itself» (172). Only through this third way of 
process may we land on a world swarming with a «multiplicity of ways of 
being» (172 italics mine). NBM had spoiled the beans for what this middle 
kingdom might look like. A new world dazzling with «nuncios, media-
tors, delegates, fetishes, machines, figurines, instruments, representatives, 
angels, lieutenants, spokespersons and cherubin» (Latour 1993, 129). This 
pluriverse, to use James expression, now accommodates the beings that 
used to constitute an “outside” nature – and ANT had put back inside – , 
and also, thanks to Tobie Nathan’s ethnopsychiatry, it also includes the 
beings that used to live “inside” subjectivities – now redistributed outside. 
(Latour 1999a, 21–23). Through what operations does Latour finally render 
his previous black-and-white world in full color? How would a metaphys-
ics for such middle kingdom look like?

Being-as-other and Subsistence

Latour’s first gesture can be summed up using a metaphor often used 
by James: there is simply no need for a «salto mortale across an “epis-
temological chasm”» (1996, 67) between world and knowledge. The gap 
that the correspondence theory of truth bridges over is a mere artifact. 
Knowledge has its own mode of translating its existence. The world, if it is 
now set free and not mistaken for knowledge, has its own way of remain-
ing in existence. Certainly the rock Latour caressed while sunbathing in 
Gothenburg exists differently than how the reference circulating through 
networks exists – thanks to scientists and their instruments. Once this 
first “dis-amalgamation” between knowledge’s mode of existence and 
how beings remain in existence is undertaken, the room opens up for an 
empirical inquiry on the types of existences of the beings that are import-
ant for the Moderns, judging from the traces they each leave behind. It is 
easy to see that the Moderns cannot live without the sciences, but they are 
made of other beings too – again the middle kingdom. Obviously beings of 
technology, of religion, of law, but also of fiction and politics. Latour even 
found traces for others. A total of fifteen modes of existence. That is how 
a twenty-five year project for a regional and empirical metaphysics look 
like. Such is the huge ambition behind Latour’s AIME project. And it is 
my claim that it also marks the unfolding of a process metaphysics.

For such a metaphysics, tailor-made to counter all our metaphysics 
of substance that are incompatible with other peoples, and with our own 
experiences – and survival – , being is synonymous with trajectory, and 
meaning [sens] (Latour 2013a, 237). Such a processual world is one where 
beings remain in existence by taking the risky leap forward, into experi-
ence, by passing through the other, rather than up or down into more 
solid foundations. The question then becomes: «If substance is excluded 
as the way to experience existence, then how many ways are there to sub-
sist?» (Latour et al. 2011, 49). Rather than being-as-being and substance, 
Latour instead proposes being-as-other and subsistence. In contrast to 
Aristotle’s classical dictum that being is said in many ways (Metaph. IV, 2, 
1003a33–34) Latour’s central hypothesis for AIME is as follows:

from being-as-being we can deduce only one type of being about which we might 
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speak in several ways, whereas we are going to try to define in how many differ-

ent ways can being be altered, through how many other forms of alterity is being 

capable of slipping through [se faufiler] in order to continue to exist (2013a, 163 

trans. mod.)

The World Is Articulated

All process philosophers since Heraclitus have discerned some kind of 
principle for change, some kind of rational, intelligible principle of order 
that all beings exhibit in their becoming, a logos (Lucas 1983, 10). What are 
we to make of Latour’s declaration, towards the very end of AIME, that 
the project is posed as a «reprise of the rationalist adventure» (2013a, 481)? 
We just need to take up a notch the “being is meaning” thesis. In AIME 
too, everything makes sense (Latour 2013a, 237), everything that exists 
traces a trajectory defined by its predecessors and its successors. And as 
we saw, in the historical tradition that Latour wants to do justice to – i.e. 
the Moderns’ experience – , there are many different ways for beings to 
make sense. After the doors having been opened for such an ontological 
pluralism to flourish, judging one mode of existence under the parame-
ters of another is sheer irrationality – Latour calls it a “category mistake”. 
Learning to speak well about each mode in the agora to those whom they 
concern – a possible definition of logos for Latour (2013a, 67) – , means 
learning to detect each mode’s particular way of making sense, defining 
what must be added to a being of that type to keep existing (2013a, 237). 
For every mode there is a specific theory of meaning, a semiotics (237), and 
the very function of philosophy for Latour is the protection of the diver-
sity of modes [14] (481).

We are very far from the linguistic turn here. It’s not 
that everything is discourse, but that the mere possibility 
of discourse is made possible by the fact that being articu-
lated is a property of the world [15] (Latour 
1999b, 296). That is to say, that «the world is 
articulated» (Latour 2013a, 257). But we are 
also far from classical and rationalist inter-
pretations of logos as one eternally valid 
principle under which the cosmos articu-
lates itself – the world being the rational 
unified articulation itself. True, there is 
something that all existents share, and it is 
that «everything creeps in the same sense, 
in the same direction, […] beings UTTER 
THEMSELVES» (Latour 2013a, 257). 
Articulation is an ontological property of 
the universe (Latour 1999b, 303). So once the 
irrationality of having spoken of all beings 
as if being articulated in the same way – 
as “straight talk” modeled after geometric 
deduction since Plato – is left behind, what 
does «the world is articulated» mean? That 
the world is existents articulating their 

[14] This is the reason why the mode 
for “prepositions” [PRE] is the only 
meta-language in AIME, its unfounded 
foundation helping discern precisely 

the how of each 
mode, the what’s 
next.[15] See the work of Iwona Janicka for 

one of the few authors to have worked 
on Latour’s concept of “articulation”. 
Particularly Janicka (2024) deals 
with an aspect that this paper left 
unattended for reasons of space, 
which is Latour’s initial turn towards 
articulation appearing since Pandora’s 
Hope through Isabelle Stengers and 
Vinciane Despret’s take on proposi-
tions. However, we cannot agree with 
Janicka’s claim that Latour gravitated 
towards the concept of “articulation” 
from that of “representation” – one of 
Janicka’s (2024, 42) main hypothesis 
for this being that Donna Haraway’s 
1992 critique in The Promises of 
Monsters spurred that change in 
Latour. Besides the fact that there is 
no textual (or archival) evidence for the 
latter – which would be unusual given 
Latour’s habitual tendency to quote 
his friends’ influences on him – , both 
Haraway and Janicka portray Latour 
as adhering to a mirror-type concept 
of representation which Latour has 
always fought against – advocating 
instead for re-presentation as making 
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way into existence, and AIME is an attempt at specula-
tively inventing the sort of beings through which the most 
important types of experiences for the Moderns may be 
empirically apprehended.

We could very well say that in the multivocity of 
being-as-other that AIME proposes, paradoxically logos, 
articulation, is the ontological plane of equality, that is 
to say, that the only univocity is that of the operation of 
articulation itself. So the multivocity of being-as-other, 
the different modes of existence, presupposes a univocity 
of modal differences (Frigerio 2024).

This is how a reprise of the rationalist adventure 
looks for Latour, and it comes with a sense of urgency:

Those who are going to have to decipher Gaia’s injunctions very quickly 

would do well to learn to speak that language at last, without oppos-

ing their “articulated language” to what they perceive as an unarticu-

lated world. (2013a, 257)

Conclusion: A Metaphysics of This World

At the beginning of this paper I asked of the reader to 
retain my synthesized definition of Whitehead’s societ-
ies, for we would need to bring it up again towards the 
end. Well, it’s hardly a tragedy if you forgot, because it is word for word 
the sentence that Latour started repeating from the very early 2010s until 
his very last interview so as to summarize his whole life’s contribution 
to philosophy: everything that lasts, lasts through what does not last. 
Remember Whitehead now: societies endure through actual entities 
that do not endure. There is a certain poetry to the fact that, as we saw, 
Irreductions was based on a paradox that was not embraced at the time, 
whereas the formula through which Latour would sum up his whole 
career, was openly embraced as a paradox (2013a, 394). It’s as if we bore 
witness to a fifty-year long journey from one paradox to another. From a 
first great intuition giving birth to a paradox that a juvenile text was not 
willing to embrace – thus resulting in the foreclosure of all sense of pro-
cess by static images and quantification games – , to a paradox embraced 
at an old age, upon accepting the finitude of everything that might ever 
pass through this world. How ironic that in the realm of metaphysics the 
proposition that whatever lasts, lasts through what does not last seems 
paradoxical, demanding that we fill page after page about the rejection 
of the notion of substance, or the non-applicability of the classic laws of 
thought, while both the most minute amoeba in a puddle somewhere 
and the Castle Rock at Edinburgh are putting it into practice at this very 
moment. We now understand why Latour never posited a theory of life, 
no matter how engaged in ecological matters. A metaphysics of this world 
is more than enough. A process empirical metaphysics, that is.

present again. The Parliament of 
Things project did not advocate for an 
elite of scientists being ventriloquists 
for mute non-humans, but simply tried 
to introduce the sciences into (explicit) 
politics. Even in NBM (Latour 1993, 
144) the representatives of the ozone 
layer enter the debate with those of 
the workers of polluting companies, of 
the people living and voting in affected 
areas, of the meteorology of the polar 
regions, of the State, so everyone 
being affected by the ozone layer is 
having a word about it – and not just 
the scientists “representing” it. The 
point, as so often with Latour, is simply 
rendering public (and debatable) the 
mediations that are always left in the 
dark. While acknowledging that there 
is a metaphysical backdrop to Latour’s 
late use of “articulation”, Janicka’s 
take remains within multispecies 
relations. Our take aspires to display 
for the concept of “articulation” the 
full metaphysical consequences of the 
fact that existence needs being made 
present, reprised, and that Latour’s 
gesture since NBM involves posing for 
the Moderns a full array of delegates, 
nuncios, angels, and representatives 
to that effect. Isn’t that exactly what 
AIME’s (Latour 2013a, 483) final call 
for the representatives of our own 
Panathenaic procession is about
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