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In this article, I seek to question the role of technology, primarily as it is employed in scientific

practice, in the mediation between humans created in the image of God and the nonhuman

creation. I accept the position that human personhood cannot be separated from our

relationship with the multiplicity of nonhumans with whom we share this realm of creation.

Moreover, I seek to uncover the positive aspects of a technological mediation which participates

in our increasingly technologized personhood. This study draws heavily on the work of

Actor-Network Theorists (ANT) such as Bruno Latour and John Law, and Trinitarian

theologians such as Colin Gunton, in an effort to open up an interdisciplinary dialogue

among theological anthropology, the doctrine of creation, and these fascinating sociological

accounts of the technological practice of science.

T
oday it is quite common to find ques-

tions concerning the mystery of the

human person wrapped up in the

complex webs spun by the sciences and their

technological practices. Debates surround-

ing genetic engineering, neurobiology, ecol-

ogy, politics, and sexuality all carry the

underlying question: What is it to be a human

being? Moreover, what is it to be a human in

the face of the Other: other humans, non-

humans, and God? Many of the recent theo-

logical responses to this issue have sought to

speak specifically to bioethics, eschatology,

or artificial intelligence. But in this paper,

I will seek to bring theological anthropology

into conversation with some of the recent

currents in the growing field of science stud-

ies, particularly the work of Bruno Latour.

Part anthropologist, part sociologist, and part

philosopher, Latour has built a career out of

tracing the human, nonhuman, and techno-

logical networks which scientific practice

inevitably produces and negotiates in the

interest of bringing the world—that is the

nonhuman world—into human political dis-

course. Before turning to Latour’s account of

technological action, I first will review some

of the recent currents within theological

anthropology while seeking to identify one

of its major blindspots. When speaking of

the human person in a theological context,

we are never far from those peculiar words

from the first chapters of Genesis which refer

to humans being created in the image of God.

Locating the Imago Dei
The Traditional Individualist Account
Though the phrase “image of God” appears

no more than three times in the Hebrew

Bible, it has become the centerpiece of reflec-

tion concerning the Christian understanding

of the human person. Christian doctrine con-

cerning the human imaging of God, or the

imago Dei as it is known, has experienced

repeated revision throughout the Christian

tradition. But as many recent studies have

shown, the imago Dei all too often has been

associated with internal and ultimately

static qualities of the human mind, namely a

disembodied rationality.1
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The many problems associated with this static, internal,

and individualistic understanding of the imago Dei have

been well documented, but here I will rehearse just a few

which have been outlined by Colin Gunton, a Trinitarian

theologian. First, it has been widely remarked that by

understanding the image as rationality we have precluded

other equally, if not more important, aspects of the human

person. And secondly, by emphasizing the internal mental

characteristic of human reason, the tradition has largely

accepted the idea that “we are more minds than we are

bodies.”2

The deeply detrimental impact this understanding of

the human person would have on the modern era can

scarcely be overstated. Reshaped in Descartes’ cogito and

Kant’s Transcendental Ego, the disembodied rational per-

son of the modern era was nothing more than a “science-

fiction nightmare”—to use Latour’s revealing expression—

as we had now lost touch with our material embeddedness

in a very real material world.3

In sum, the traditional understanding of the imago Dei

is taken to be essentially individualist and dualistic as it

gives little, if any, importance to the many relationships

which constitute human persons in their own particular

being. Although it served to give some account of where

humanity stood between God and nonhuman creatures,

the traditional individualist account carries no apprecia-

tion of the complex relationality which exists among God,

humans, and the nonhuman creation.

The Relational Turn
It is for this reason that much of the recent theological

reflection on the image of God has sought to reinterpret

the image, not as an individually held static quality of the

mind, but as a relational achievement which is constituted

between others-in-relation.4 The direct theological model

for this type of relationality is analogically derived from

the dynamic, or perichoretic, relationality found at the very

heart of God’s dynamic and triune being. Thus it is with

the recently rekindled interest in Trinitarian theology, or

the “Trinitarian renaissance” as it has become known, that

specifically relational concepts have been appropriated for

theological anthropology.

The work of John D. Zizioulas, a Greek Orthodox theo-

logian, has been of particular importance in the popular-

ization of this relational turn.5 His overall contribution

has drawn much of its direction from patristic theology,

but particularly that of the Cappadocian Fathers: Basil the

Great, Gregory of Nyssa, and Gregory of Nazianz. And

although his theological anthropology finds its ultimate

form in ecclesiology—that is, the communal being of per-

sons gathered in the body of Christ—it first forms its basis

in a relational ontology of the person drawn directly out of

theological reflection on the nature of God’s triune being.

For Zizioulas, the Cappadocian fathers represent a revolu-

tion in their understanding that God’s being (ousia) is an

essentially relational achievement among the three per-

sons (hypostasis) of the Trinity: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.

Therefore, the unified being of the One God is only to be

found in the relational communion of the three persons.

Thus being or substance is now the outgrowth of an onto-

logically prior relationship.

For Zizioulas, the Cappadocian fathers

represent a revolution in their under-

standing that God’s being (ousia) is an

essentially relational achievement among

the three persons … of the Trinity …

Thus being or substance is now the

outgrowth of an ontologically prior

relationship.

This ontological revolution ushered in by the Cappado-

cians is presently thought by many to provide our basis for

understanding human personhood in similar fashion to

that of the divine persons of the Trinity. And importantly,

this new and specifically Christian ontology of the person

stands in stark contrast to the individualistic and dualistic

anthropology of the Greek philosophers. In Greek ontol-

ogy, which produced the dualistic interpretation of the

imago Dei we reviewed earlier, individual substances

always preceded relation. In this sense, relations are what

happen between already constituted individual substances.

Personhood was thought to be a prefabricated and God-

like or spirit-like substance that was merely added to our

material bodies as if it were an afterthought. But in a fully

Trinitarian understanding of personhood, we find that it

is our embodied relationality which constitutes our being.

We are, in fact, nothing if not for the relationships in which

we exist.

This turn to a relational understanding of the imago Dei,

built as it is on a relational understanding of God’s triune

being, raises the problem of now describing and catalog-

ing the varieties of relationship in which, and through

which, we are ontologically composed as human persons.

British theologian Colin Gunton has produced several

books and articles addressing this very question from a

rigorously Trinitarian perspective. In the final analysis,

he identifies three major forms or types of relationality

which serve to compose the being of human persons.
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The first relationship belongs to the “ver-

tical” trajectory. Here Gunton argues that

we are persons only as we exist in relation to

the Triune God, but particularly through the

Son and the Spirit—the right and left hands

of God.6 As the “archetypal bearer of the

image,” it is through the Son and by the

agency of the Spirit that we are made to

image God in the first instance.7 The second

and third relationships fall under the “hori-

zontal” trajectory, yet Gunton will argue that

it is important that we see these “horizontal”

relations taking their distinctive shape as the

outgrowth of the ontologically prior relation-

ship with Christ through the work of the

Spirit. The first of these horizontal relation-

ships has to do with what we might call

social relationality. The social element teaches

us that we reflect the imago Dei in that humans

are ontologically established in community

with other persons. In the third and final

form of relationality, we learn that the human

is constituted through its embodied relations

with the “non-personal”—Gunton’s term—

or nonhuman world. The relationship is,

however, asymmetrical as the nonpersonal

or nonhuman world is understood to be

ontologically and eschatologically depend-

ent upon humanity. Being created in the

image of God, humans carry the “responsi-

bility to offer the creation, perfected, back to

its creator as a perfect sacrifice of praise.”8

We now can identify something ap-

proaching a kind of hierarchy of relation-

ships which develops within Gunton’s

theological anthropology. The first and priv-

ileged relationship belongs to the “vertical”

human-God relationship. This form of rela-

tionality is, for Gunton, both ontologically

and methodologically prior to all other forms

of relationality as it is through relationship

with the triune God that our relational and

distinctively human personhood is revealed.

Secondly, the “horizontal” human-human

relationship (the social), is similarly onto-

logically prior to the human-nonhuman

relationship. In sum, we primarily are con-

stituted through our relationship to God, and

then to a lesser degree through our inter-

human relations, and least of all through our

relations with the nonhuman realm.

One finds similar hierarchical formula-

tions in the work of Zizioulas and that of

Christoph Schwöbel,9 each of whom bases

his relational theological anthropology upon

a comparison of divine and human person-

hood. And although the relational and Trini-

tarian turn in theological anthropology has

freed us from many of the problems associ-

ated with the traditional understanding of

the imago Dei, they have largely failed to give

any detailed account of the dynamic com-

merce which exists between humans and the

multiplicity of nonhumans with whom we

share our daily lives—a point recently made

in an important article by Edward Russell.10

This is surely not to say that there is no

weight given to human-nonhuman relations

in these recent relational theological anthro-

pologies. The issue here, as it is for so many

other theological problems, is one of empha-

sis. For instance, by emphasizing the conti-

nuities between human and divine persons,

and the discontinuities between humans

and nonhumans, these anthropologies have

served to further sever human sociality from

nonhuman materiality. Or stated in what are,

perhaps, more familiar terms, they threaten

to further separate nature and society into

an even more pronounced dichotomy. In a

very real sense, they threaten to draw us

back into many of the pitfalls which were

produced by the traditional and individual-

ist accounts of the imago Dei. What is needed

is a detailed account of the intimate rela-

tionality or commerce that exists between

humans and nonhumans. These horizontal

relationships are, or rather should be, just as

important to a theological anthropology as

the detailing of continuities between divine

and human persons.

Bruno Latour on
Technological Mediation
It is on this point that I believe a theological

engagement with the field of science studies,

or science and technology studies (STS) as

it is sometimes called, would be of tremen-

dous benefit. Here I would like to briefly

focus on one of the most successful fields,

a methodological offspring most commonly

known as Actor/Actant-Network Theory

(ANT).11 Although it is more of an academic

“style” than it is an academic “theory,” ANT

employs a relational ontology which is sur-

prisingly similar to the relational anthropol-

ogies now populating Trinitarian theology,

with the one exception, that the actor/

actant-network style does not limit relation-

ality or the ability to initiate relationships—

otherwise known as agency—to the human
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or subjective sphere alone. In fact, Bruno Latour and a

number of other ANT theorists, have argued that the term

“agency” has lost its usefulness in the tracing of networks

that consist of multiple human, nonhuman, and technical

actors. Therefore, in order to avoid the strong tendency

of the social sciences to reserve agency for human actors

alone, ANT has largely adopted the alternative term of

“actant.” As John Law has explained, ANT “is a ruthless

application of semiotics. It tells that entities [both human

and nonhuman, technological and artificial] take their

form and acquire their attributes as a result of their rela-

tions with other entities.”12

It is in this way that Latour can speak of “socialized

nonhumans” or “quasi-objects.” For at the heart of ANT

lies the radical suggestion that the modern dichotomies

of society and nature, subjects and objects, realism and

idealism were nothing more than a political settlement

cemented into the philosophical and theological frame-

work of the modern era—what Latour calls the “modern

Constitution.”13 Latour has repeatedly suggested that we

certainly do not live in purely human societies, and simi-

larly that nature has not escaped socialization. Therefore,

we should largely jettison these polemic terms—Nature

and Society—and instead speak of collectives made up of

numerous associations, or networks, of human and non-

human actants. Thus, rather than to try to heal the divi-

sions between the two poles of the modern settlement—

Nature on one side and Society on the other—ANT seeks

first to reduce all entities to the status of mere humans and

nonhumans. These terms, it is argued, do not carry the

political, philosophical, or epistemological baggage of the

polemically opposed subjects and objects of the modern

Constitution. Moreover, terminology such as this helps to

remind us that we share our social worlds with countless

nonhumans without whom social complexity simply

would not exist.14

We also must recognize that in the actor/actant-

network approach all a priori ontological distinctions

are done away with—subjects/objects, structure/agency,

knowledge/belief, mind/body—all dualisms are dis-

solved into heterogeneous networks and redistributed

amongst the vibrant relationships between human and

nonhuman actants. In ANT—as it is with Latour’s work as

a whole—essences, ontologies, divisions, distinctions, and

even agency/actancy are always the result of work, practice,

relations, and actions that are mediated along heteroge-

neous associations of humans and nonhumans. This is

what John Law and others have called the “relational

materiality” or the “semiotics of materiality” of the ANT

approach(s). It is in this sense that science studies seeks

to place itself within the “non-place” or the “black-box”

which the modern settlement so readily produced by puri-

fying the natural and social realms into opposite poles.

The ANT theorist will now seek to trace out the multiple

constellations of mediations that exist between the two

realms. That is, science studies seeks to follow the hybrid

networks which transgress the fictional abyss opened up

by the modern’s “Constitution.”

At the heart of [Actor/Actant-Network

Theory] lies the radical suggestion that

the modern dichotomies of society and

nature, subjects and objects, realism

and idealism were nothing more than

a political settlement cemented into the

philosophical and theological framework

of the modern era.

This is not to suggest that the actor/actant-network

style is incapable or unwilling to find stable and fully

formed humans and nonhumans populating the world.

This has been a concern raised amongst ANT’s critics that

if all reality is merely the oscillating exchange of properties

up and down networks of relationality, then nothing

truly is.15 That is, nothing or no one is ever ontologically

stable enough to constitute a particular and concrete

being. All reality is thought to be reduced to a homoge-

neous whole. But certainly this is not the position argued

by the ANT theorist. Instead, what the actor/actant-

network style seeks to avoid is the black-boxing, or the

obfuscating of relations once entities or network effects

become stable. This has been the temptation in so much

social, theological, philosophical and scientific theory.

Once we have identified a stable entity—be it a person or

thing, Robert Boyle’s vacuum, Louis Pasteur’s bacteria,

holes in the ozone, or BSE causing prions—we quickly

black-box, or make opaque, all the relations and agencies,

humans and nonhumans, sometimes distant in both time

and space, which have served to construct and sustain an

entity in its particular being.

Now in order to further understand this “material

relationality,” which is at the heart of the ANT approach,

we will need to consider Latour’s position concerning

technological mediation and scientific practice. For Latour

the “essence of a technique” is to be found in “the media-

tion of the relations between people on the one hand and

things and animals on the other.”16 In this sense, the link-

ages between humans and nonhumans cannot be under-

stood unless we redefine the traditional homo faber myth
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of technological action. In this sense, tech-

niques do not give us unmediated or

unsocialized access to objective matter or

nature that is “out there” beyond the social

and subjective realm.17 Therefore, we must

jettison the idea that techniques or artifacts

are nothing more than the imposition of

preplanned human “mental images” on an

entirely passive and shapeless matter. For

this traditional homo faber myth serves only

to reinforce the mind-matter dualism which

we reviewed earlier. Instead technological

actions should be understood as the process

of socializing nonhumans, or bringing non-

humans into our collective existence as full

social actors.18

In the past, scientific practice was ration-

alized by stressing the two extremities of

Mind “inside” and World “out there.” Once

again we are reminded of the traditional

understanding of the imago Dei as internal

and disembodied rationality—or a “brain-

in-a-vat” as it is sometimes called. But now

armed with an understanding of technologi-

cal action as the folding of human and non-

human properties, scientific practice may

take on a very different locus. Through the

detailed study of scientific practice, “the

humble instruments, tools, visualization

skills, writing practices, focusing techniques,

and what has been called ‘re-presentation’”

now occupy the middle ground which the

moderns made opaque with their dichoto-

mization of the realms of Nature and Soci-

ety.19 Never does scientific knowledge come

to our minds unmediated as if by mere con-

templation. Knowledge instead is mediated

through a cascade of techniques, inscrip-

tions, and instruments. That is, it is materially

mediated. And material mediation is what

the sciences are so wonderfully good at car-

rying out with great precision.

It is through the technological and mate-

rial mediation of the sciences that the

“gap”—posited by the moderns and their

dichotomizing Constitution—between rep-

resenting mind and the represented world is

bridged, and the world comes to us, and is

incorporated into our collectives, and ulti-

mately becomes more real. But as Latour

reminds us: “We should never take our eyes

off the material weight of this action.”20

We should never allow ourselves to forget

the millions of mundane nonhuman artifacts

which are the lifeblood of the sciences and

social stability as a whole. For it is one of

ANT’s central claims that technology is soci-

ety made stable in space and through time.21

Human sociality, as we know it, would be an

impossibility if not for the multiplicity of

nonhumans with whom we share our collec-

tives. This is a point which, Latour argues,

has largely been lost within mainstream

sociology. And I would add, within main-

stream theological anthropology.

Conclusion
The purpose of this paper has been to en-

courage dialogue between Christian scholars

and the growing field of science and technol-

ogy studies. Many Christian scholars, it seems,

have grown all together too defensive in the

face of what are thought to be “post-

modern,” “relativist,” or “social constructiv-

ist” approaches to the philosophy of science,

or the sociology of knowledge.22 In fact,

Latour often has been the recipient of these

charges, but seldom with sufficient cause.

To label Latour’s work as “postmodern” is

at best misleading. As Steven C. Ward has

remarked, Latour’s work represents an “at-

tempt to offer a view of science that is void

of both modern realist optimism and post-

modern relativist pessimism. As such, it is

neither a realist vindication of the progress

of science or an antirealist denigration of all

foundations.”23

It is similarly misleading to characterize

ANT, but specifically Latour’s employment

of the style, as adhering to a “social con-

structivist” account of scientific knowledge.

Although Latour will himself describe his

approach as being one that is “construc-

tivist,” this is a far different constructivism

to what is commonly implied by the terms

“social construction.” Latour recently has

proposed the term “compositionism” to get

away from the “social” connotations now

indelibly adhered to the term “construc-

tion.”24 For the ANT theorist, knowledge is

constructed. It is composed of heteroge-

neous networks populated with numerous

human and nonhuman actants. But never

are these compositions to be viewed solely

in “social” terms.

Finally, I would like to make clear that

my purpose here is not to suggest that

Christian theologians should adopt ANT or

Latour’s wider body of work uncritically. In
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fact, there are a number of points where the critique could

be effectively turned around, as it is surprising how often

Latour’s work ventures into questions that require theo-

logical reflection.25 For instance, one can find peppered

throughout Latour’s work a certain interest in a pantheis-

tic understanding of the God-world relationship, drawn

largely from a Whitheadian or process understanding of

God’s interaction with the creation.26 A pantheistic vision,

of course, would be antithetical to much of the recent Trin-

itarian thought which takes as one of its central concerns

the preservation of otherness-in-relation between Creator

and creation. And this is just one of several points where

Trinitarian theology can speak to the Latourian project

with great effectiveness.

But to conclude what has been an all too brief summari-

zation of the ANT approach, we may still discern a clear

similarity with the relational ontology now popular in

Trinitarian theology. In actor/actant-network theory, the

being, substance, or essence of an entity does not precede its

networked relations. This is a point very similar to that of

the Cappadocian fathers who found God’s being to be the

result, or the outgrowth, of the ontologically prior rela-

tions amongst the three persons of the Trinity. Yet unlike

the relational anthropologies we reviewed earlier, the

actor/actant-network approach does not limit actancy to

human actors alone. Action is always a relational achieve-

ment amongst both humans and nonhumans. Moreover,

in the ANT approach, human being and human sociality

are impossibilities without the multiplicity of socialized

nonhumans who mediate relations and lend stability to

human sociality. Latour, and ANT as a whole, have funda-

mentally questioned the ability of humans to be persons

without the multiplicity of nonhumans with whom we

share our collective existence. This is a point to which

I believe Trinitarian theologians must now give deep

consideration. �
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