
reproducible
Inscriptions are mobile. Inscriptions are immutable when they move, or at least every attempt is made.

specimens are chloroformed microbian colonies are 
stuck into gelatine

 

Inscriptions are made flat.

There is nothing you can 
dominate as easily as a 
flat surface of a few 
square meters.

there is nothing hidden or 
convoluted, no shadows, 

no “double entendre”.

In politics as in science, when someone is said to “master” a question or “dominate” 
a subject, you should look for the flat surface that enables mastery —

a map a list a file

a census the wall of a gallery a card-index

Chinese planets microbes

none of these can move.  however —

maps photographic plates petri dishes

The scale of the inscriptions may be modified at will, without any change in their 
internal proportions.  no matter what the (reconstructed) size of the phenomena, 
they all end up being studied only when they reach the same average size.

scalable
international trade is never 
much bigger than mesons

scale models of oil refineries end up having the 
same dimensions as plastic models of atoms.

This trivial change of scale seems innocuous enough, but it is the cause of most of 
the “superiority” of scientists and engineers.

no one else deals only with phenomena 
that can be dominated with the eyes 

and held by hands

no matter when and where they come 
from or what their original size.

Inscriptions can be reproduced and spread at little cost.

all the instants of time and all the 
places in space can be gathered in 

another time and place.

Inscriptions can be reshuffled and recombined. One aspect of these recombinations is that it is possible to superimpose images of totally different origins and scales.

but to superimpose a geological map with the 
printout of the commodity market requires good 

documentation and takes a few inches.

Most of what we call “structure”, “pattern”, “theory”, and “abstraction” are consequences of these superimpositions.

a most important advantage is that the inscription can, after only little cleaning up, be made part of a written text.

There is a common ground in which 
inscriptions coming from instruments

merge with already 
published texts

and with new texts in draft.

A laboratory may be defined as the unique place where a text is made to comment on things which are all present in it.

and “things”…

have the same optical consistency, 
an extraordinary degree of 

certainty is achieved by writing and 
reading these articles.

Because the 
commentary…

earlier texts (through 
citations and references)…

But the last advantage is the greatest — The two-dimensional character of inscriptions allow them to merge with geometry.

Space on paper can be 
made continuous with 

three-dimensional space.
We can work on 
paper with rulers 
and numbers, but 
still manipulate 
three-dimensional 
objects “out there”.

Better still, because of this optical 
consistency, everything, no matter 

where it comes from, can be converted 
into diagrams and numbers

and combinations of numbers 
and tables can be used which 

are still easier to handle 
than words or silhouettes.

you cannot 
measure the 

sun —

but you can measure 
a photograph of the 

sun with a ruler.

Then the number of centimeters read can easily migrate through different scales, 
and provide solar masses for completely different objects.

mobile immutable

even exploding stars are kept on graph 
papers in each phase of their explosion.

combinable

and you will find it.these all can.

Modern taxonomy is a result of the 
bookkeeping undertaken, amongst 
other places, at kew gardens.

Levi-Strauss’s theories of 
savages are an artifact of card 

indexing at the College de France.

“Thinking is hand-work”, as 
Heidegger said, but what is in 

the hands are inscriptions.

Ramist’s method is, for Ong, an 
artifact of the prints accumulated 

at the Sorbonne.

Through the 
laboratory, the text 
and the spectacle of 

the world end up having 
the same character.

the text is not 
simply “illustrated”.  
it carries all there 
is to see in what it 

writes about.

Most of what we impute to connections 
in the mind may be explained by this 

reshuffling of inscriptions that all have 
the same “optical consistency”.

The same is true of what 
we call “metaphor”.

advantages of 
inscriptions

excerpted from “visualization and cognition: 
drawing things together” by Bruno Latour, 1985

Can we summarize why it is so important for Brahe, Boyle, Pasteur or Guillemin to work 
on two-dimensional inscriptions instead of the sky, the air, health, or the brain? What 
can they do with the first, that you cannot do with the second? Let us list a few of the 
advantages of the “paper-work” ——

for convincing and converting allies

flat geometricprintablesuperimposable
To link geology and economics seems an impossible task —

comic by Bret Victor, sept 2014

Who will win in an agonistic encounter 
between two authors, and between them 
and all the others they need to build up a 
statement? 

Answer: the one able to muster on the 
spot the largest number of well aligned 
and faithful allies. This definition of victory 
is common to war, politics, law, and, I shall 
now show, to science and technology. 

We must concentrate on those aspects that 
help in the mustering, the presentation, the 
increase, the effective alignment or 
ensuring the fidelity of new allies. 

We need, in other words, to look at the way 
in which someone convinces someone else 
to take up a statement, to pass it along, to 
make it more of a fact, and to recognize the 
first author’s ownership and originality.

If you wish to go out of your way and 
come back heavily equipped so as to 
force others to go out of their ways, the 
main problem to solve is that of 
mobilization. 

You have to go and to come back with 
“things” — evidence — if your moves are 
not to be wasted. But the “things” have 
to be able to withstand the return trip 
without withering away. 

Further requirements: the “things” you 
gathered and displaced have to be 
presentable all at once to those you want 
to convince and who did not go there. 

In sum, you have to invent objects which 
have the properties of being mobile but 
also immutable, presentable, readable 
and combinable with one another.

These nine advantages 
should not be isolated 
from one another and 
should always be seen in 
conjunction with the 
mobilization process they 
accelerate and summarize.

In other words, every 
possible innovation that 
offers any of these 
advantages will be 
selected by eager 
scientists and engineers: 

new photographs 
new dyes to color 
more cell cultures
new reactive paper 
a more sensitive 
physiograph 
a new indexing 
system for librarians 
a new notation for 
algebraic function 
a new heating system 
to keep specimens 
longer

History of science is the 
history of these 
innovations. The role of 
the mind has been vastly 
exaggerated, as has 
been that of perception. 

An average mind or an 
average person, with the 
same perceptual abilities, 
within normal social 
conditions, will generate 
totally different output 
depending on whether 
his or her average skills 
apply to the confusing 
world or to inscriptions.

This is “Eisenstein’s effect”.

Billions of galaxies are never bigger, when they 
are counted, than nanometer-sized chromosomes


