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ANT meets digital methods?

ANT and digital methods have been in conversation for 
some time:

- Digital methods offer a new set of techniques for doing 
actor-network theory research (Venturini)
- Digitization makes possible a new operationalization of 
ANT (Latour, 2010)
- Digital methods is inspired by ANT (New Scientist 
review of Rogers)

Digital social research also opens up for questioning 
some key ANT claims.

How can these questions inform methods development in 
digital social research?
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ANT meets digital methods?

Encounter 1:  Traceability? 
Encounter 2: Post-sociality?
Encounter 3: Formative devices?
Encounter 4: Post-social method?

Live Research
Case 1: Liveness & Liveliness
Case 2: Issue Lifelines
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Encounter 1:  
Traceability? 

ANT proposed the ‘trace’ as the central sociological datum 
to ‘replace’ the variable (“follow the actors”)

The critique of traceability in post-ANT (Michael, 2002) 

…and the revenge of the Web:

tracing and tracking among the key analytical affordances 
of online networked media; here all actors turned out to be 
following the actors.

Or do digital media reposition the distinction between trace 
and variable?
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Encounter 2:  
Post-sociality? 

ANT proposed to move beyond “the social”
 
to trace the formation and transformation of dynamic, 
heterogeneous assemblages (associations of humans and 
non-humans)

After the Web..:

1. the re-affirmation of the social as a distinctive modality 
of interaction, data-generation, and so on…

(Or did Facebook turn the ‘socio-technical’ into a mundane 
term?)

2. the methodological and technological appeal of 
reduction: look only at links, tweets, mentions.. (i.e. 
heterogeneity in crisis?)

(Or does the link enable dealing with heterogeneous 
information formats? (Page et al 1998))
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Encounter 3:  
Formative Devices?

ANT attaches special importance to formats:

The progressive re-formatting of claims: From ‘scientist Y 
suggests that X’  to ‘many believe X’ to ‘X’ (see Latour Science in 
Action)

Digital devices like Google similarly rely on modifiers (links, 
mentions) to extract order from a ‘panoply of elements’ (Didier, 
2009/2010), 

After the Web:

ANT claims about formatting applied the metaphor of info-
processing to knowledge – this doesn’t quite work when 
knowledge becomes information processing?

Digital methods seek to deploy formatting effects for purposes of 
social research
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Live Research

What is post-social method:

‘Tracing the formation and transformation of heterogeneous 
assemblies.’

This project is newly relevant in the current online context:

- the rise of the real-time web (special interest in content 
dynamics)

- medium-specificity: using the formats of the mediums for 
research (to detect heterogeneous formation)
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Liveness & Liveliness

Work in progress method development:

Instead of the most current, we are interest in the most active
issues and terms

Instead of ‘the most relevant result’, we are interested in issue 
variation (over time)

(from search to research)

Tracing the variable composition of the object time:

Detecting liveliness?
ANT meets digital methods?

2 pilot studies
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Dataset

Google data ‘crisis’

Co-word machine input: top 100 titels.

Duration: 1 January 2012 - 15 February 2012

Objective: show co-word variation over time
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Issue Lifelines

Instead of Twitter ‘trending topics’, we are interested in using 
Twitter to detect issue variation over time

Question: How lively is “climate action” on Twitter?

Objective: Use the co-word machine as Issue Biographer.
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Dataset

Twitter data “Climate Action”.

Co-word machine input: Tweets.

Focus on three intervals: 15Feb-14Mar, 15Mar-14Apr, 
15Apr-14May.

Objective: profile the co-word relations of  key hashtags.

Monday, June 25, 2012



Machine settings for the lifeline tracker

Keyword profiling.

Determines changes in associational profile per interval.

Identifies degree of  connectivity & change.

New words connecting, words disappearing & current connections.
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Hashtag profiling over time intervals

#tarsands

#eu

#cdnpoli

#agw

#green

#fqd

#cndpoli

#politics

#unfccc

#ceta

#health

#flooding

#jobs

#san

#intern

#job

#cop18

#cop17

#climatechange

#energy

#globalwarming

#environment

#policy

#losangeles

#nonprofit
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Associational profiling
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Interval I

Interval II

Interval III

hashtag actor profiling #green
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Thank you.
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