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The Cycle of Maobility-M utability

Our am in this essay is to tak about three forms of socid patidity: networks, fluids
and chaos. These forms are being inscribed into various theories and are being
mobilized into multiple trandaions (metgphors) as daes in which things exis or as
processes through which things ae trandformed. Although these pdidities ae
sometimes  recognized in their ddic indantigtions (as frozen topologies, datic
dructure or equilibrium petterns), the full extent of their exisence does include time-
durée (as the dgnature of recurrent agency permedting in their modalities). Dynamic
or evolving networks, nondationary flows and irreversble chaotic processes are dl
examples of time dependent processes structuring these complex spatidities.

A firg approach to tackle with these forms would be to conceve them as
manifestations of the dudity of structure and agency,’ dthough some theorists would
ague tha the explanatiory vdue of this dudlity is dubious and problematic? In this
context, dudity means that human action and ‘the socid’ are enabled and constrained
in cetan gpatidities, which in tun ae the result of previous actions and
performances. As Annemarie Mol and John Law (1994) argue, “‘the socia’ does not
exig as a sngle spatid type, but rather performs itsdf in a recursve and topologicaly
heterogeneous manne” (p. 641). From this point of view, it is interesting to explore
such spdtidities - as networks, fluids and chaos - not as the materid carriers or the
typified niches of socid action but as the sStuated socidly topologies, which engble
and frame socid performances.

A paticular consequence of this way to see networks, fluids and chaos might be
useful in order to settle down the open accounts these notions carry over from the
sciences where they have originated. From the point of view of socid science and
socid dudies, it is interesing to explore such spatidities - as networks, fluids and
chaos - not as ‘boundary work’ exported from hard sciences (in the name of the
universdity of science) but as a Stuated geometric and dynamicd context into which



a theorization of socid phenomena may develop (in the name of the locdization of
science ‘down to earth’) 2

Understood as above, socid gpatidities, as networks, fluids and chaos, need to be
andyzed in terems of whatever mechanisms and processes are producing ther Satus
ather as scientific facts or as culturd concepts. For such a purpose, to conceptuaize
the condruction of (technoscientific) facts in ther socid smilarities and differences,
i.e, in the socid topologies where these facts are embedded, we are going to follow
Bruno Latour's (1990) approach, # which has been repeatedly applied to Science and
Technology Studies. According to Latour, two ae the essentid characteristics of
processes producing what is specific to our modern scientific culture that one has to
follow if determined to avoid both ‘mentdis’ and ‘materidis’ explanations. mobility
and mutability. Mohbility refers to essness in trandations, displacements and
movements towards various directions. Mutability is the degree to which something
can change, be trandformed and mutate.  Combinations of mobility/mutability and
their oppogtes produce the following table, &so indicaiing John Law’'s and
Annemarie Mal’s (2000) examples of the four possible socid spatidities:
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However, the four basc gpatidities (immutable immobiles, immutable mobiles,
mutable mobiles and mutable immobiles) are not frozen, the one independently of the
other, as if they were some fixed categorizations or ‘ided types of some universa
patterns of socid topoi. Far from being independent variables of any sort of red or
imagined universe, these four basic spatidities are linked to each other dong a certain
cyclethat we cdl ‘cycle of mobility-mutability.’



In particular, the way we would like to see the articulation of the basic spatidities in
terms of mobility and mutability is in a cycle of four successve processes. inscription,
geometric purification, description and hybridization. This cycle is depicted in the
following diagram:
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Inscriptions are mobilizing diginct (immutable) objects in order to produce ther
representetions or  visudizations in the form of immutable mobiles According to
Latour (1990, pp. 44-47), genericaly, inscriptions are:

o mohile,

immutable,

flat (i.e, it is possble to project them on two-dimensond visudizaions),

scaable,

reproducible,

recombinable (through *optica consstency’),

superimposable,

writable to atext and

continuoudy merging with geometry (through perspective).
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Geometric  purification enhances the effectiveness of mobility by coding,
encapaulating and packing the mobility characterisics into a “homogeneous
language, which dlows a better manipulation, presentation and combination of these
characterigics. This “sophidicated grammar and syntax” is nothing edse but the
mathematization of space, which is produced by the techniques of linear perspective
(Ivins, 1973; Edgerton, 1975) and the implied ‘optical consstency’ (Latour, 1990, pp.
27-28). Many theorids have commented the close connection between Albertian
perspective and Descartes's spatid mathematics. For instance, Martin Jay (1993, pp.
69-89) has argued that ‘Cartesian perspectivalism’ has condtituted a peculiar way of
seeing, in which the Cartesian subject could control space from a single vantage point.



At this point we should make a very important remark concerning the outcome of this
process of mahematicd or geometric purification. Although representations of
physica redities lead to abgractions of Cartesan or Euclidean spaces, these spaces
ae not the only ones mobilized by inscriptions and not every other space, which
might be produced throughout these processes, is necessarily Smilar in any sense to
them. In fact, a variety of dissmilar (non-isomorphic or non-homeomorphic) spaces
ae geneaed by unfolding and detaling the dructures over which inscriptions are
registered according to the exigencies of the Strategies of the followed mobilization. A
zoo of linear and curvilinear, finite and infinite dimensond, metric and topologicd,
regular and fracta, etc., spaces are proliferaing in inscriptions and what they are
mobilizing is not redricted to abdractions or purifications of physicd or geographic
proximity but something extended to other properties or relations among the inscribed
objects. For example, quantities which are fiedds (i.e, distributed over ‘continuous
Euclidean spaces and depending on time) are domedticating certain ‘function spaces
(like Sobolev or Hilbert spaces), which are mathematicaly complex spaces,
irreducible to the smple Euclidean spaces of the ‘opticd condgsency’ (dthough, in
certain circumstances but not always, they can be approximated by them).

Furtheemore, we should dress that a the same time these processes of
mathematization or geometrization of space are enacted through perspectivdism and
other congtructions of abstract spatidities, mobility is ensured by two other processes,
which, however, smultaneoudy dter the character of the mobilized entities. These
are the processes of erasure and automotacity, which, according to Jay David Bolter
and Richard Grusn (1999), together with the techniques of linear perspective, are the
three drategies for achieving the “dedre for transparent immediacy.” From Norman
Bryson's (1983) painting “as an erasve medium” to Roland Barthess (1984)
“panting of writing” and the implied erasure of the borders between literature and
theory, erasure is a recurrent process in Western cultwe. A third drategy for
achieving trangparency is by the automation of the techniques of linear perspective
and it has been ascribed origindly to the technology of the camera obscura and later
to photography, film and televison (Bolter & Grusn, 1999, . 27-28). In paticular,
“through the mechanics and chemidry of lens, shutter, and film,” the automated
character of photography was accomplishing the earlier purpose of concealment and
erasure of both the process and the arttist (p. 27). For Stanley Cavell (1979),
“photography overcame subjectivity in a way undreamed of by painting, a way that
could not satisfy painting, one which does not so much defeat the act of panting as
excape it dtogether: by automatism, by removing the human agent from the task of
reproduction” (p. 23).

Descriptions, in the mobility-mutability cycle, are the counter part processes of
incriptions of objects into ther visudizations and spatid representations. In the
words of Madeleine Akrich and Bruno Latour (1992), “the de-scription, usudly by the
andyd, is the opposte movement of the in-scription by the engineer, inventor,
manufacturer, or designer (or scribe, or scripter to use Barthes's neologism)” (p. 259).
The way description processes act in the mobility-mutebility cycle is by freezing the
‘fluid spaces produced by the geometric purification of immutable mobiles into
normative ‘rigid theories’ which 4ill can be further processed and, thus, be
transformed to more organized forms of technoscientific knowledge. One form of
descriptions, prescriptions (or proscriptions or affordances or alowances), is quite



important. These are usudly texts (such as manuds, brochures, promotiond materid,
criticad reviews of others, etc.), which explain the spatidities of a technical object. In
particular, prescription is “wha a device dlows or forbids from the actors (humans
and nonthumans) that it anticipates, it is the mordity of the setting both negative
(what it prescribes) and pogtive (what it permits)” (Akrich & Latour, 1992, p. 261).
In fact, according to Laurent Thévenot (1993, pp. 100-102), technology prescriptions
try to ‘discipline the usage’: (1) by isuing commands of interdicted modes that
should not be used; (2) by introducing condraining conditions in the desgn process;
and (3) by imposing norms of ‘best usage.’

Hybridization together with purification congitute, for Bruno Latour (1993), the two
predicaments upon which one can conceptudize ‘the modern’ or better what it means
to be modern. Hybridization is the proliferation of what Latour cdls quasi-objects
objects that are both socid and natura, as a result of the attitude of moderns to keep
Sseparate society and nature. In fact, what defines the moderns is that they have been
ale to mobilize nature for the creation of culture through the condruction of
networks of hybrids a a scde far more extended than before. For Latour, these
hybrids and their networks are as red as ther condtituents are and in a sense even
more redl because no condituent can ever gppear in its pure form segregated from

anything d<e.

Thus, in the last phase of the mobility-mutability cycle the modern enterprise of
Science and Technology returns something quditatively different (quas-objects) than
the things with which the cycle had darted (objects). Paradoxicaly, dthough the
moderns keep on faling to reconcile the divide between nature and culture, they end
up by filling this gap with a growing number of hybrid condructions. For Latour, the
aurplus vaue of this falure of the moderns is the modern development of Sciences
and Technologies because “they multiply the nonhumans enrolled in  the
manufacturing of collectives and because they make the community that we form with
these beings a more intimate one” (p. 108).

On te other dde, for the premoderns, there was no mobility-mutability cycle as such,
just a one-way route from objects to theories or from naure to culture. The
premoderns could inscribe natural objects into representations and visudizations,
which they would purify mathematicdly in order to obtan regular geometric spaces
over which they would build their theoreticd and culturd dructures. But, by
conflating nature and culture, the two ends of the route of the premoderns, there was
no further stake or chdlenge for them to drive to achieve. Because of this, the
premoderns “had the disadvantage of making experimentation on a large scae
imposshle’ (p. 140) and they remaned “forever imprisoned within the narrow
confines of their regiona peculiarities and their local knowledge’ (p. 118).

Some Remarkson Virtual Spatialities

When modern information and communication technologies mediate spatidities (and
their transformations), the outcome is the emergence of something that we would cal
‘virtud gspatidities’™ In fact, it is through processes dructuring virtud spatidities -
such as digitd inscriptions, dgorithmic purification, morphing, smulaion, etc. — that
the socid mediation of modern technologiesis experienced.



In this sense, a digita inscription might be the firg stage in the mobilization process
that we have been discussing above, when it occurs in virtua space. Note that in a
digitd inscription certain of its characteridics can be accommodated only in digita
media while they would not be consgtent with traditiond (printed) media. For
ingance, visudizations as animations of dynamic networks or smulations of flows or
chaotic attractors cannot be made part of a written text unless the latter is taken in its
digitd form (as a hypertext or better as hypermedia in order to incorporate forms of
multimedia).

As for the dage of digitd purification of virtud gpatidities, the role of geometric
proceses of mahematization is now played by processes of algorithmic
interventions. “Digitd grgphics erases the aubject dgorithmicaly through the
mathematics of pergpective and shading embodied in a program” (Bolter & Grusin,
1999, p. 28). The latter is exactly the third drategy for achieving trangparency and
immediacy (now in the virtud regime) that we have discussed above the automation
of the techniques of linear perspective through an dgorithmic and programmeble
mathematizaetion of space Now, geometric and perspectivd inscriptions  are
recondtituted by rule-based agorithmic gramémars and syntaxes. Morphing, a prime
paradigm, which has dominated in digital media in the mid-1990s, takes the place that
juxtaposition and transformation held in traditional media (Morse, 1998, p. 96).

Findly, we need to remark that experiencing virtual patidities does not necessarily
mean that one has to move, to go anywhere. This is why ‘presence is the key issue in
order to understand the specificity of a virtua space. In fact, presence can be thought
of as the experience of an environment, the sense of being there. Independently of
whether one is actudly placed there, presence is experienced through on€'s
perception, which might be mediated by automatic or/and controlled mental processes
(Gibson, 1979). Now, when perception is mediated by the modern information and
communication technologies, one is forced to percave Smultaneoudy two separate
environments. the red environment of on€s actud presence and the virtud
environment presented  through the medium. The latter perception is cdled
‘tdepresence and it dgnifies the extent to which one feds present in a mediated
environment (Steurer, 1995). Teepresence in virtua gpatidities is usudly attained
through smulations, i.e, technologies that am to immerse the viewer completely
within a virtud universe, as in Baroque Jesuit churches, nineteenth-century panorama,
movie thesters or systems of virtua redlity (Manovich, 2001).

Networks

The totdly pervasve character of networks in today’s socid redities relies upon the
specific topology, which a network supports. This is the topology of an immutable
mobile (Law & Mol, 2000), snce a network is dways mobile, it can fleet avay by
continuoudy subsuming more distant nodes (‘digant’ in terms of ether geographica
disance or functiona heterogeneity), while it remans immutable in the sense of
aways keeping to sugtain the same type of reationshipsthat defineit.

In fact, networks are generdly consdered to be the dominant organizationd forms in
today’s information age (Cagtdls, 1996; Boltanski & Chigpdlo, 1999). “Networks
conditute the new socid morphology of our societies, and the diffuson of the
networking logic subgantidly modifies the operation and outcomes in processes of



production, experience, power, and culture. ... Presence or absence in the network
and the dynamics of each network vis-a-vis others are critica sources of domination
and change in our society: a society thet, therefore, we may properly cal the network
society, characterized by the preeminence of socia morphology over socid action”
(Cattdls, 1996, p. 469).

As Jose Lopez and John Scott remark (2000, p. 1), dthough there are many
definitions and discussions about socia agency and action, very few ded with socid
structure and socid morphology.® By its meaning in everyday life, sodid structure
refers to patterns or arrangements of whatever eements are consdered to congtitute
society. A paticular type of dructure that interests sociologica invedtigations is
relational dructure, i.e, socid dructure as a patterning of socid reationships. This
gructure is usudly described as a social network, composed of actors and relations
occurring among them (Wellman, 1988; Wasserman & Faust, 1994; Scott, 2000).
Actors are whoever and whatever performs the agencies through which relations
among actors develop and hold them together. Thus, actors (or agents) can be
individua people, objects or events but they can be aso aggregate units such as
organizations, inditutions, firms, communities, groups, families, etc. The very idea of
the socid network approach is that relations or interactions between actors are the
building blocks or the key factors that sustain and define socid dtructure, despite
actors ‘nature or any other attributes they might be endowed with. Typicdly,
interactions between actors result from exchange of resources they hold in the specific
socid and cultura contexts they are living and communicating with each other, i.e,
according to the exiding didribution of power or authority relationships, accepted
socid norms, habits, dependencies, practices, expectations and preferences. In these
interactions, exchanged resources can be ether materid or informationd or even
‘virtud, such as goods, money, information, services, socid or emotiona support,
trust, influence, etc.

Although socid network andyss may complement other more quditative methods
(eg., rich ethnographic description), it is often criticized of persastence towards a rigid
dructurd moddity in its effort to digtil a Sructurd essence out of empiricad data. For
indance, sometimes, socid network analyss is imputed on its datic dructurdism,
which is incagpable to grasp the dynamic and trandformative attributes of human
agency (Emirbayer & Goodwin, 1994; Emirbayer & Mische, 1998). Socid action is
the key concept to assst a theoreticd understanding of the interplay between
dructural relaions and discursve processes, i.e, socid network andyses and
ethnographic sudies. Because “socid action is interaction that induces interpretations
and thus builds continuing relations’ (Mische & White, 1998, p. 695).

In any case, the underlining paradigm in networks is grounded on an imagery of
aomic particles (White, 1992; Hanneman, 1998) and molecular structures, as this is
manifeted in techniques of molecular visudization (Freeman, 2000). Traditiondly, in
graph theory, ordered networks have been modeled as crysta lattices (Harary, 1969).
Therefore, it is obvious that the focd paradigm for networks is the crysd (at least in
what concerns datic nonrandom networks). Incidentdly, the crysta paradigm is
adopted esawhere too, as, for indance, in postmodernist theories of writing. In this
setting, Laurd Richardson (2000) argues that the “centra imaginary for ‘vdidity’ for
postmodernist texts is not the triangle — a rigid, fixed, two-dimensona object. Rather
the centrd imaginary is the crystd, which combines symmetry and substance with an



infinite variety of shgpes, aubdances, trangmutations, multidimensondities, and
angles of gpproach. ... In postmodernist mixed-genre texts, we have moved from
plane geometry to light theory, where light can be both waves and particles’ (p. 934).

However, the higory of physcs of crysds gives us some very important lesson. As
Francoise Bdibar dates it pretty clearly, a cystd “is an object which is now laying
down the law of imperfections, whereas before, when it was 4ill an outsder, it
embodied the perfection of a natural order” (1993, p. 99). In fact, the study of crystds
seemed to have stopped a long time ago, dmogt in the nineteenth century, a period
when dl the theoreticad issues concerning regular sructures of matter were
thoroughly scrutinized and dmost al reevant problems were answered. Thus, for a
long period the theory of crysds was in hypnoss until the awakening of the lagt three
decades of the twentieth century occurred. It was then when the mathematics and the
physics of ‘nonlinearity’ refocused the interest of research on phenomena, which were
previoudy cast asde, such as the imperfections and irregularities of crysds. As we
are going to see next, a Smilar lesson seems to develop among the socid network
theorigts.

Fluids

The fluid spatidity, from the point of view of wha degree of mobility-mutability it
presarves, is a characterisic example of a mutable mobile. Like a network, it is
mobile, it can move, displace and be displaced, and expand. Unlike a network, it
“shows configurationd variance” (Law & Moal, 2000, p. 5) that makes it change from
point to point: it is like a “faled network” (ibid.). Unlike both solid regions and
networks, the boundaries of fluids (when not confined within solid impermesble
walls) are free “Nether boundaries nor reations mark the difference between one
place and another; instead, sometimes boundaries come and go, alow leskage or
dissppear dtogether, while relations transform themselves without fracture® (Mol &
Law, 1994, p. 643).

Moreover, unlike solids, fluids cannot easlly hold ther shape. As Zygmunt Bauman
(2000) puts it, “fluids, so to spesk, nether fix space nor bind time. While solids have
clear spatid dimengons but neutraize the impact ... of time, fluids do not keep to any
shape for long and are congtantly ready (and prone) to change t; and o for them it is
the flow of time that counts, more than the space they happen to occupy: that space,
after dl, they fill but ‘for a moment’. ... When describing solids, one may ignore time
dtogether; in describing fluids, to leave time out of account would be a grievous
mistake” (p. 2).

In Liquid Modernity (2000), Zygmunt Baumen investigates the processes of
liquefaction enacted by modernity from its origins up to the present. In the firs stages
of modernity, the desre to ‘mdt the solids was motivated by the need to make a
brave new world cleared from dl deficient solids inherited from premodern times.
The way this early modern plan of ‘mdting the solids was implemented was by
freeing the spirit of ingrumentd rationdity and ascribing the determining role to the
economy. But the result was that the sedimented new order was more ‘solid’ than the
replaced orders “because — unlike them — it was immune to the chdlenge from non
economic action” (p. 4). The new dtuation was limiting the individud freedom for
choice and action, Bauman argues. ‘Rigidity of order is the artefact and sediment of



human agents' freedom. That rigidity is the overdl product of ‘rdeasng the brakes':
of deregulaion, liberdization, ‘flexibilization’, increased fluidity, unbriding the
financid, red edate and labour markets, easing the tax burden, etc.” (p. 5). Therefore,
in the present stage of modernity (which Bauman cdls ‘fluid modernity’), it is the
turn of patterns of dependency and interaction to be liquefied. These are the “bonds
which interlock individua choices in collective projects and actions — the patterns of
communication and co-ordination between individualy conducted life policies on the
one hand and political actions of human collectivities on the other” (p. 6). In this way,
the chdlenge that free individuas are confronting is how to use their new freedom in
order to find the appropriate niche where they could settle through conformity.
However, Bauman worries, “codes and rules to which one could conform, which one
could sdect as dable orientation points and by which one could subsequently let
onedf be guided, that are nowadays in increesngly short supply. ... [They] ae no
longer ‘given’, let done ‘Hf-evident’; ... The liquidizing powers have moved from
the ‘sysdem’ to ‘society’, from ‘politics to ‘life-policies — or have descended from
the ‘macro’ to the ‘micro’ level of socid cohabitation” (p. 7). These are the changes
and chdlenges that the advent of ‘fluid modernity’ has brought to the human
condition, Bauman holds.

Returning to the theme of modern fluid spatidities, let us quote John Urry, who has

argued that “the emphasis of a sociology of fluids (as opposed to networks) would be

upon homogeneous, uneven and unpredicted mohilities’ (2000, p. 38). Furthermore,

Urry has indicated the following characteristics of globd fluids (pp. 38-39):

o de-teritoridized and rhizomatic (Deleuze & Guattari, 1986, 1987);

o channeled dong paticular scapes’ or routeways (Deleuze & Guattari, 1986;
Levebvre, 1991);

o mohilizing reations among otherwise functionless features of a scape (Ddeuze &
Guattari, 1987);

o moving in paticular directions with no necessty end-state or purpose (Kaplan,

1996);

viscous (Deleuze & Guattari, 1986; Mol & Law, 1994; Shields, 1997);

tempord or dynamic or time-dependent (Levebvre, 1991);

infiltrating-escaping through the ‘wall’ of the scape (Mol & Law, 1994);

diffusng power (Ddeuze & Guattari, 1987);

exercisng power a the intersection of various fluids (Ddeuze & Guattari, 1987;

Mol & Law, 1994);

o intersecting in the ‘empty meeting grounds of the nonplaces of modernity, such
as motds, arports, service dations, the Internet, international hotels, cable
television, etc. (MacCanndll, 1992; Augé, 1992; Shields, 1997).

O OO0 oo

Huids being “faled networks’ can come from the liquidation of network (or solid)
sructures. Harrison White (1992, pp. 102-115) argues that such a ‘phase trangition’
can be produced by two interacting kinds of uncertainty. On the one dde, there is
ambiguity, desgnating uncertainty in purey cultura context. On the other dde, there
is wha White cdls ‘ambage’ dedgnding uncertainty in purdy socid-gructurd
contexts. Ambiguity is about fuzzy meanings and interpretations while ambage
“concerns the concrete world of socid ties, in networks of ties and corporates among
nodes’ (p. 107). According to White, “a polymer gel is more like socid networks.
These very long molecules reptate through messy, inhomogeneous environments



which incude other such chains and induce new ties’ (p. 70). “We are creatures living
within socid goos, shards, and rubbery gels made up by and of ourselves’ (p. 337).

The above metaphors designate some possble future directions towards which the
theory of socid networks might deveop in order to obtan a commingling of
‘conversations and dtuations to synthesize adequately socid sructurd and cultura
andyses and to reconcile the dructurelagency (or socid topology/dynamics)
dichotomy. It is interesting that, by highlighting processes of uncertain interactions
and dynamic socid change, these directions appear to approach the fractal landscapes
of nonlinear dynamics and complex sysems by following certain precipitous non
Euclidean gticky pathways.

Chaos

In generd, chaos theory is consdered to refer to the economy between order and
chance, determinism and unpredictability, clarity and aporia (Boudourides, 1995).
From this point of view, the lesson of chaos is that the two sides of a divide can be
conddered reconcilable if one can deploy an iterative process (a dynamicad system),
which acts on the one sde but asymptoticaly it produces a trgectory belonging to the
other sde. This is exactly what a ‘chaotic atractor’ (or ‘strange attractor’) is it is a
hybrid between order and randomness, because adthough it is generated by a regular
determinigtic process, asymptoticdly (at very large number of dsages of iteraions) it
is found to possess stochastic nondeterministic characteristics. In other words, chaos
presents a simulation of the congruction of the Latourian quasi-objects.

Furthermore, chaotic patterns are not only temporad forms but they can develop

gpatidly too: turbulent flows is an example of chaotic spatidities These are localized

goatid patterns of irregular, unpredictable, random dructures, which genericdly

might be inscribed in fracta geometry. It is remarkable that chaotic gpatidities exhibit

the following three attributes:

o the continuity of the shape of a chaotic attractor contrasts the discontinuity of the
terms in the generative opposgtion order-randomness;

o thetransformative action of aflickering relaion between order and randomness;

o thegeneric ‘fractal pattern’ of the chaotic attractor.

Apparently, the above three attributes reverberate Gaston Bachdard's (1964) three
atributes of fire (funerd pyre as trope of birth and rebirth, flickering between
presence and absence and ‘dtar pattern’ of reverie) that John Law and Annemarie Mol
(2000) have used in order to characterize fire as a mutable immobile. In the same
sense, a chaotic spatidity can be consdered to be a mutable immobile too.

In the concdluding chapter of his Postmodern Condition (1984), Lyotard foresees that
the coming of the information age will strengthen the power of the ruling dites having
access to the information resources. He thinks that this totditarian danger can be
confronted by the emergence and devdopment within naturd and mathematica
sciences of such theories as fractd geometry, quantum mechanics, catastrophe theory,
and Godd'’s theorem. Grouping them under the label of ‘paraogy, Lyotard suggests
that these theories will let us “wage a war on totdity; let us be witnesses to the
unpresentable; let us activate the differences and save the honor of the name” (p. 82).
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What seems very interesting is to compare and contrast Lyotard's emphasis on
agonigtics (“catagrophic antagoniam is literdly the rule)” p. 59) with Ilya Prigogine's
consensua  view about a cooperaive and communicative behavior far  from
equilibrium. In their book Order Out of Chaos (1984), llya Prigogine and Isabelle
Sengers formulate this view in discussng the molecular bass of nonlinear chemica
reections “At equilibrium molecules behave as essentidly independent entities; they
ignore one another. We would like to cdl them ‘hypnons’ ‘deepwalkers’
However, nonequilibrium wakes them up and introduces a coherence quite foreign to
equilibrium” (p. 180-81). As Alexander Argyros (1991) sees it, “Prigogin€'s version
of postmodern science is not the cultivation of discontinuity and paradox, but a new
didogue with the natural world that respects both its otherness and our fundamenta
continuity with it” (p. 235). Such an outcome being optimidtic, there is a pessmidic
one too: “This leads both to hope and a threat: hope, snce even smdl fluctuations
may grow and change the overdl dructure. As a result, individud activity is not
doomed to indgnificance. On the other hand, this is dso a threat, sSnce in our universe
the security of stable, permanent rules seems gone forever” (Prigogine & Stengers,
1984, p. 313).

Underlying the Prigogine/Lyotard contrast, there is a tangled relation between the
nonlinear science of chaos and the postmodern discourse of decongtruction. Firgt of
al, there is a driking pardldisn between chaos and decongruction in a number of
ways. For example, the initid focus of Derridds work (1976, 1978) was the
decondruction of the Saussurian dgn; this was an effort to establish a nonlinear
relation between dgnifier and dgnified, or between sgn and referent, and to affirm
the dedtabilizing effects of undecidability. Another common charecterigic refers to
the openness and infinite dissemination of texts, which, thus, become susceptible to
endless iterations; as a result, the boundaries ingde and between text and context are
not fixed s0 tha infinite texts and contexts may permeate other texts and cortexts.
According to Katherine Hayles, “both discourses invert traditiond priorities. chaos is
deemed more fecund than order, uncertainty is privileged above predictability, and
fragmentation is seen as the redity that arbitrary definitions of closure would deny”
(Hayles, 1989, p. 314). The reason that the two theories seem to be pefectly
congruent is, again according to Hayles, “not because they are derived from a
common source or because they influenced each other, but because their centrd ideas
form an interconnected network, each pat of which leads to every other pat’
(Hayles, 1990, p. 184).

Neverthdess, there are many severe differences between deconstruction and chaos
(cf., Hayles 1989, 1990). One of these differences is the disagreement on how
extensve chaos is for Derida, textud chaos is dmost omnipresent, but, in chaos
theories, idands of order are commonly acknowledged in oceans of randomness (or
the other way). Moreover, while chaos often consgders a trandtion from order to
randomness, decongtruction sees an gpocayptic bresk with logocentrism. Findly,
dthough recuparation is a dandard scientific practice, as it is witnessed by Popper’s
fddfidbility, to a decorstructionist, a ‘recuperator’ is beyond sdvation. So, Hayles
(1989) concludes: “These differences are symptomatic of the different vaues the two
camps place on chaos. For decongtructionists, chaos repudiates order; for scientists,
chaos makes order possible” (1990, p. 184).

1



Notes

1

This is consdered as one of the most important developments in modern sociologica
theory as well as in philosophy. According © George Ritzer (1996, pp. 390-425), the
‘structure-agency’ relationship has been mostly investigated among European theorists,
while, on the other side, the parallel issue of the ‘micro-macro’ linkage has attracted the
main interest in American sociologica theory. Examples of European theories. Giddens's
(1979, 1984) dtructuration theory; Bhaskar's (1975, 1979, 1989) critical realist philosophy
of science; Archer's (1995) morphogenetic approach and her concern (1988) on the
linkage between culture and agency; Bourdieu's (1977, 1984) theories of habitus and
field; and Habermas' s (1984, 1987) integration of life-world and system.

As, for instance, John Urry argues. “These debates do not ded with the complex
consequences of diverse mobilities; the intersecting sensuous relations of humans with
diverse objects, the timed and spaced quality of relations stretching across societa
borders; and the complex and unpredictable intersections of many ‘regions, networks and
flows . To describe these as either ‘ structure’ or as ‘agency’ does injustice to the temporal
and spatial complexity of such relations’ (2000, pp. 15-16).

Of course, this does not mean that socia studies are softening ‘ harder facts' they borrow
from hard sciences, as the notorious science warriors are prone to denounce every time
they see a misappropriation of a scientific concept in the hands of their enemies (one does
not need to be that much relativist in order to understand that meaning is sendtive on
context). As Latour & Woolgar have pointed out, “the difference between soft and hard
techniques does not depend on any absolute evaluation of the qudity of techniques’
(1986, p. 142). Hardness of a fact or a technique in either natural or socia science
depends on whatever happens later on, when this fact or technique migrates outside its
origina context and it is obliged to stand criticisms, modifications or refutations. Socia
studies are neither superior nor inferior to natural sciences; they are just different.

Bruno Latour’s approach is ingpired by agonistics, which draws its origin from linguigtic
games according to Jean-Frangois Lyotard: “To speak is to fight in the sense of playing,
and speech acts fal within the domain of genera agonistics’ (1984, p. 10). And
elsawhere: “what is needed if we are to understand socia relations in this manner, on
whatever scale we choose, is not only a theory of communication, but a theory of games
which accepts agonistics as a founding principle’ (p 60). The agonistic approach is often
met in Science and Technology Studies. “If facts are constructed through operations
designated to effect the dropping of moddities which qualify a given statement, and, more
importantly, if redity is the consequence rather than the cause of this construction, this
means that a scientist’s activity is directed, not toward ‘redlity,’ but toward these
operations on statements. The sum total of these operations is the agonistic field” (Latour
& Woolgar, 1986, p. 237).

Concerning ‘virtuality,” it is worthwhile to mention Slavoj ZiZek's double trap lurking our
conceptualization of this Stuation. For Zizek (1996) the risk is twofold: either to
underdetermine or to overdetermine virtuaity. The way he concelves the
underdetermination of virtudity is by pointing to the assertion that virtudization aways
existed and exists as we were and are dealing with direct, ‘red’ redlity, even prior to the
advance of computing technologies. For ZiZek, “Lacan had dready put it in the 1950s
apropos of his famous scheme of the ‘virtua image/l’image virtuelle’: the place in the big
other from which | see mysdf in the form in which | find mysdf likegble ... is by
definition virtual. ... When | spesk, | always congtitute a virtua place of enunciation from
which | spesk, yet which is never directly ‘me” (Zizek, 1996, p. 285). From the other side
of the same coin, ZiZek sees the trap of the overdetermination of virtuality, i.e., the hasty
proclamation that “every redity [is] a virtua fiction: one should always bear in mind that



the ‘proper’ body remains the unsurpassable anchor limiting the freedom of virtuaization.
The notion that, in some not too distant future, human subjects will be able to weigh the
anchor that attaches them to their bodies and to change into ghost-like entities from oneto
another virtua body is the fantasm of full virtudization, of the subject findly ddivered
from the ‘pathologica’ stain of a — Which of these two traps is worse? Since they are co-
dependent, front and back of the same coin, one can only repeat Stalin’s immortal answer
to the question *‘Which of the two deviations is worse, the left-wing or right-wing? : * They
are both worse!’” (p. 286).

6. According to José LoOpez and John Scott (2000), socid structure points to three
independent and complementary aspects of the socid: the ingtitutional, the relational and
the embodied. Institutional structure is“comprising those cultural or normative patterns
that define the expectations that agents hold about each other’ s behavior and that organize
their enduring relations with each other.” While, relational structure is *comprisng the
social relations themselves, understood as patterns of ... interconnection and
interdependence among agents and their actions, as well as the postions they occupy.”
Findly, embodied gructure is “found in the habits and skills that are inscribed in human
bodies and minds and that alow them to produce, reproduce, and transform institutional
structures and relational structures’ (pp. 3-5).

7. John Urry (2000, pp.35-35) digtinguishes between scapes and flows in discussing
globalization. “Scapes are the networks of machines, technologies, organisations, texts
and actors that congtitute various interconnected nodes along which the flows can be
relayed” (p. 35). Examples of scapes are various transportation and telecommunication
systems. “Flows congst of peoples, images, information, money and waste, that move
within and especialy across national borders and which individual societies are often
unable or unwilling to control directly or indirectly” (p. 36). Flows generate new access
inequalities and new opportunities, desires and risks.
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