
Minerva Access is the Institutional Repository of The University of Melbourne

Author/s:
Demant, J;Ravn, S

Title:
Actor-network theory and qualitative interviews

Date:


Citation:
Demant, J. & Ravn, S. (). Actor-network theory and qualitative interviews. Järvinen,
M (Ed.). Mik-Meyer, N (Ed.). Qualitative analysis: eight approaches for the social sciences,
(), pp.-. Sage Publications.

Persistent Link:
https://hdl.handle.net//



1 
 

Chapter 17 

Actor-network theory and qualitative interviews 

Jakob Demant and Signe Ravn 

 

This is the accepted version of the book chapter, ie the final version before the chapter layout 

and typesetting. Some minor changes may have occured in the proof stages. 

 

The full reference is: Demant, J. & Ravn, S. (2020): ‘Actor-network theory and qualitative inter-

views’. In Qualitative analysis – eight approaches for the social sciences, eds. Järvinen, M. and 

Mik-Meyer, N. London: SAGE.  

  

 

In this chapter we illustrate how actor-network theory (ANT) can be applied in empirical re-

search. We do so by briefly introducing a number of concepts from ANT before applying them 

to an empirical case to illustrate how ANT helps us shed light on new facets of this. ANT is not a 

macro-sociological theory but a conceptual framework that is brought to life in empirical analy-

sis where the concepts from ANT help us identify potential actors1 and networks rather than de-

fining them in advance. ANT is not tied to a particular discipline or research field; rather it has 

been applied to topics as diverse as health (Cresswell, Worth and Sheikh, 2010; Greenhalgh and 

Stones, 2010; Prout, 1996), crime prevention (Demant and Dilkes-Frayne, 2015; van der Wagen 

and Pieters, 2015), consumption research (Cochoy, 2018), urban studies (Storper and Scott, 

 
1The chapter alternates between the terms “actors” and “actants”, both of which are used to represent ANT’s broad 
understanding of ‘actors’, which we introduce later. We use the term “actants” to underline the potential for action 
inherent in non-human actors.  

https://au.sagepub.com/en-gb/oce/qualitative-analysis/book263514
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2016) and management studies (Smith, Kempster and Barnes, 2017). What unites these studies is 

an interest in the material, physical, spatial or temporal aspects of a phenomenon, which ANT is 

particularly well suited for investigating. In contrast, researchers interested in questions about 

identity, everyday life or the attribution of meaning would typically turn to narrative analysis 

(Chapter X) or symbolic interactionism (Chapter Y). In this chapter we focus on young people’s 

relationships with alcohol and drugs as a case in point to illustrate how an ANT perspective gen-

erates new types of questions and adds to our existing knowledge. It is worth noting that our ap-

plication of ANT will be based on data from an interview-based study, as opposed to the ethno-

graphic observations on which the majority of ANT-inspired studies are based. The chapter also 

discusses the potentials and challenges when applying ANT to this type of data – a point to 

which we will return.  

 

Empirical context: Young people, drugs and alcohol 

From the 1990s, research on young people’s use of drugs and binge drinking in different parts of 

Europe, particularly in England (Measham, Parker and Aldridge, 1998), flourished. Growing 

concern about drug and alcohol use by young people led some British researchers to argue for 

the normalisation of recreational drug use (Parker, Williams and Aldridge, 2002). This increased 

consumption was at least partially linked to the advent of changes in the night-time economy. 

Since the 1990s, most major European cities have seen the emergence of a service economy 

based on entertainment, food and drinking. This trend was very much driven by a commercialisa-

tion of binge drinking and has created new environments for drug taking (Hadfield, Lister and 

Traynor, 2009). Scholars argue that this new night-time economy has transformed the centres of 

larger cities (particularly in England) into spaces structured around intoxication (Lindsay 2009; 
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Bellis and Hughes, 2011; Jayne, Valentine and Holloway 2008), and that illegal drugs are now 

part of commercial nightlife, in particular in relation to the electronic dance scene (Measham and 

Moore, 2009).  

In what Latour describes as a “sociology of the social”, classic qualitative studies of drug 

use have tended to focus on its social and symbolic dimensions. Howard Becker’s seminal study 

“Outsiders” (1963) was one of the first to look at drug taking as a social learning process, 

through which individuals learn to ascribe the correct meaning to their drug use. Becker stressed 

the importance of the social setting to this process. His study paved the way for a social construc-

tivist perspective on drug taking, which influenced numerous sociological studies of drug users 

(Järvinen and Ravn, 2011 or Pedersen and Sandberg, 2013, for example) and dependency (May, 

2001). These studies generated wide-ranging and comprehensive knowledge of the meanings at-

tributed to alcohol by different segments of the population, and how these meanings relate to so-

cial situations (Sulkunen, 2002). 

From an ANT perspective, one objection to this approach is that it “sociologises” the 

drug – it turns it into a symbol that is interchangeable with something else (see (Weinberg, 

2013). For instance, studies have shown that alcohol has symbolic significance for how young 

people maintain friendships because it symbolises partying (MacLean, 2016), but one could ar-

gue that a shared interest in a particular television series or sport could have the same effect. In 

other words, the constructivist perspective focuses on the social elements of drug taking, at the 

expense of (for example) the spatial and material aspects. If we wish to include these aspects in 

our understanding of young people and drugs, we must look for approaches that incorporate a 

wider range of elements into our analysis such as ANT. ANT allows us to study the effects of 

space, materiality (the actual substance, for example), social relations and time. By identifying 
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the significant elements in a network, ANT facilitates a broader understanding of the factors that 

are involved in young people’s alcohol and drug consumption. Empirically, the chapter is based 

on data from qualitative interviews with young drug users. Before turning to these interviews, we 

introduce the concepts from ANT that guided us in the analysis.  

 

Actor-network theory and its application in drug and alcohol research 

ANT2 shifts the focus from individuals and their actions to how elements are connected in a net-

work in time and space. The most well-known aspect of ANT studies is what is known as the 

principle of symmetry, i.e., that human as well as non-human actors appear in the analyses. This 

marks a departure from traditional notions of who or what is capable of acting (Latour, 2005). 

Instead, ANT identifies how human and non-human actors relate to each other and how this af-

fects their characteristics. In simple terms, according to ANT the drug user is not the only actor; 

the drug, the physical space, the music and so on all “do” something as well – the action is gen-

erated by multiple actors. As such, any actor is both active and enacted by other actors because 

its capacities are established, limited or otherwise mediated by its network (Latour, 2005; Law, 

2009; Mol, 2010). Since no actor, human or non-human, acts in isolation, it becomes redundant 

to talk about individuals as actors that can be observed meaningfully on their own. This is a radi-

cally different perspective to that found for instance in relational micro-sociology and symbolic 

interactionism. ANT shifts the focus away from how we understand the individual in a social 

context towards how we read the actual relational network and identify which actors have the po-

tential to act. As such, it can be seen as an expansion of Goffman’s concept of “the social situa-

tion” (Goffman, 1983). ANT retains the relational perspective central to micro-sociology but 

 
2For a more thorough explanation of the concepts we briefly introduce here we refer to Justesen in Chapter 16 of this 
collection. For further introductory reading we suggest Law (2009) and Mol (2010). 
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abandons the idea of the self as a central focal point of the analysis. This radical shift is one of 

the key characteristics of ANT. 

The network concept is the second key element we apply in our analysis. In general, net-

works are not clearly delineated. They consist of interconnected elements that exist in relation to 

one another but do not have a defined centre. As we will show, a network analysis is a way of 

mapping the various actors (for example people who take drugs, dealers, the substances, the 

nightclub as a space, etc.) and their relationships to each other. A network does not exist simply 

because we identify relationships between actors – the actors must be made relevant to each 

other. This relevance emerges through translation – in other words, the way in which actors 

transform each other through their relationships (or interaction) with each other. One example is 

the way a drug is transformed from a source of pleasure to an addiction via the part it plays in 

legislation, institutions, social relations, global conflicts, and so on. For instance, the point is not 

only that the global ‘war on drugs’ in discourse and policy translates a drug use into a drug mis-

use through the way drugs are classified, but also, that this process is related to a regulation re-

gime with specific control instruments (e.g. Demant and Dilkes-Frayne, 2015) enabling certain 

behavioural changes besides the more discursive aspects. The drugs’ concrete characteristics are 

determined by the network of which they form a part, and the relationships by which they are 

translated within that network. 

One of the keys to any ANT analysis is to retain an open-minded approach by not defin-

ing in advance the types of actors that have the potential to act. This is underlined in the concept 

of enactment. We can understand actors as being enacted by the relational network. Their charac-

teristics are determined purely by the connections of which they form part within the network, 

that is, actors derive their capacities and potentials through their relationships with others 
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(Latour, 2005). One result of this is that the same actor can have a range of different capacities if 

it is part of relationships with multiple other actors within the network (Law, 2009). In her study 

of nicotine replacement therapy Keane (2008) used an ANT perspective to ask what happens 

with the drug (nicotine) in this type of treatment, as opposed to simply focusing on how humans 

are affected. Nicotine replacement therapy allows people to ingest nicotine without smoking and 

was seen as potentially revolutionising the way in which people weaned themselves off of to-

bacco. Drawing on academic literature, public health studies, clinical guidelines and official 

stop-smoking websites, Keane mapped and described the network and the translations that oc-

curred as different elements made themselves relevant to each other. Using an ANT approach, 

Keane was able to demonstrate how nicotine replacement therapy allows nicotine to become an 

agent that can both hinder and facilitate dependency.  

Similarly, Emilie Gomart used an ANT approach to study the difference between the psy-

choactive drugs methadone and heroin – specifically, whether the difference is a matter of inter-

pretation. Given the contrast between how methadone and heroin are “labelled” – the former as 

“legal” and “therapeutic”, the latter as “illegal” and “harmful” – it would seem reasonable to in-

voke differing interpretations to explain the difference between them (Gomart, 2002). Gomart 

provided an ANT analysis based on data from two experiments, in the United States and France. 

The experiments involved medical practices that prescribed methadone as a substitute for heroin, 

in order to reduce the user’s (illegal) drug use. Her use of comparative cases presented a clear 

opportunity to identify the actor-networks. She showed that there are too many elements that 

vary from trial to trial to say that the ‘interpretation’ of the substance explains the central varia-

tion. Instead, her conclusion was that what varies is the substance, not the interpretation of it. 
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What she identified were different enactments of methadone, enabled by the different experi-

mental setups.  

More recently, Jukka Törrönen and Christoffer Tigerstedt (2018) have drawn on ANT to 

analyse autobiographical data on alcohol dependency. By approaching addiction as a phenome-

non made up of multiple actors (an assemblage) they demonstrate how dependency is the result 

of the specific attachments between the addiction assemblage and other assemblages. As they ar-

gue, “it is not the decision, will or self-control of an actor alone that can tame addiction. Rather, 

this decision, will or self-control needs to have assemblages that enable it to act, i.e. it needs to 

be combined with other elements that help the actor to make the harmful effects of alcohol ab-

sent” (ibid., p. 65). In other words, changing the effects of alcohol requires a change in the actor-

networks that this alcohol use is part of.  

 

Methodological considerations  

Traditionally, ANT studies draw on qualitative data – primarily ethnographic observations and 

documents, but also, to some extent, on qualitative interviews. Few classic ANT studies were 

based on qualitative interviews alone. Observation and documentation are considered better ways 

to “follow the actor” and maintain an open mind about the field of study (Latour, 1987; Latour, 

2010). In the studies that do incorporate qualitative interviews, they tend to be embedded in eth-

nographic fieldwork or, in some cases, form part of historical documents. The main objection to 

using qualitative interviews is that the interview contradicts the fundamental premise (the “princi-

ple of symmetry”) of ANT – that human actors should not be privileged over non-human actors. 

Interviews very much focus on human actors; on the interviewee and interviewer, and on how 

human actors create meaning – another concept that is difficult to work with in an ANT framework. 
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Furthermore, Latour (2005) argues that qualitative interviews, due to their researcher-driven ap-

proach, not only collect but filter the data, making them a less suitable method for ANT-inspired 

research. However, over the last decade or so, a number of studies have sought to apply ANT 

concepts to interview material, often with a focus on mapping interactions between human and 

non-human actors (Jóhannesson, 2005; Konrad, 2006; Tatnall, 2002, Blok, Jensen and Kaltoft 

2008; Hart, 2015; Törrönen and Tigerstedt, 2018; or the authors of this chapter, Ravn, 2012; De-

mant, 2009). We place ourselves in this tradition but acknowledge that applying ANT concepts to 

interview data requires careful consideration. In the following section we discuss three particular 

challenges. 

 

Three challenges in ANT-inspired analyses of interview material  

In employing an interview-based methodological approach, it is crucial that the interview be-

comes a space in which to “engage the explored” (Despret, 2005) – a space in which interview-

ees are given the opportunity to articulate those elements in the networks that are important to 

them. In other words, the interview needs to adopt a relatively open and exploratory or experi-

mental approach. This fundamental challenge must be addressed early on in the design phase of a 

study. We will present some of the ways in which we overcame this challenge in our own stud-

ies. 

Although materiality and space often form part of interview data, the challenge from an 

ANT perspective is to describe these aspects of a phenomenon in sufficient detail to facilitate an 

analysis of how they are enacted in a specific network. While we refer to interview-based studies 

below, similar considerations also apply to ethnographic studies. In other words, observational 

studies do not automatically generate data that are suitable for an ANT-inspired analysis. If, for 
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example, you want to observe the role of alcohol in nightlife settings, it is not necessarily enough 

simply to follow the movements of young people in licensed venues and on the streets. You also 

need to consider issues such as how clubs (and streets) shape particular experiences of intoxica-

tion through the ways in which they are governed politically (by the licensing authorities) or how 

the club economy is linked to the sale of drugs.  

Demant’s analysis of young people’s alcohol use (2009) serves as an example of how the 

study design is central for facilitating data on materiality. The research focused on 14–15-year-

olds’ first experiences with alcohol, particularly what they thought and had to say about who 

drinks what. Including actual alcohol products (beer, wine, alcopops etc.) as stimuli material in 

the focus group setting allowed the participants to touch the bottles, compare them and use them 

to recall specific stories. This exercise not only prompted the participants to share stories, but 

also enhanced their ability to enact other elements of the network relevant to their drinking than 

those identified beforehand by the researcher and allowed for an investigation of what these ele-

ments ‘do’ in the situation. Although the interview will always prioritise the human actor, it can 

also be a way to enact other elements.  

In another study, Ravn developed a drawing exercise called a “maptask” (Ravn, 2012) to 

assist her in interviews designed to generate knowledge about private parties, where participant 

observation was difficult. During the interviews, it quickly became clear that the descriptions of 

the parties were often short and one-dimensional – the interviewees’ primary concern was 

whether the party had been ‘fun’ or ‘boring’. To learn more about the parties, an approach was 

needed that would encourage the participants to reflect on the parties and describe them in a dif-

ferent light – an approach that, in an almost ethno-methodological way, sought to “make the fa-
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miliar strange” (Mannay, 2010). The solution was to ask the interviewees to “draw a party”. Spe-

cifically, the exercise required interview participants to first make a “floor plan” of the house or 

apartment where the party took place (including furniture, etc.). They were then asked to use ar-

rows and numbers to indicate how the party-goers used the different rooms as the party pro-

gressed. This made both space and time, as dimensions, central parts of the data. While drawing, 

the participants also described the party in far more detail than before. Overall, the combination 

of the maptask exercise and the accompanying description afforded rich insight into the parties, 

including aspects such as time, space, materiality and sociality (see also Ravn and Duff, 2015). 

The analysis below will return to the analytical potential of this method. 

The maptask exercise can be seen as one amongst a number of creative or innovative 

methods that are becoming popular in qualitative research. Other creative methods include the 

use of photos and other visual materials, music, objects and neighbourhood walks. This list is by 

no means exhaustive. Employing new methods in interview-based research can generate a wide 

range of data, and while the examples mentioned here tend to focus on meaning-oriented and af-

fective analyses, methods that involve thinking outside the box of the traditional interview for-

mat offer a way to produce data suitable for ANT-inspired analyses.  

A second challenge in ANT analyses concerns how we view the data material and what 

the informants tell us. One of sociology’s core tasks is to show how social structures operate in 

relation to human actors. ANT has a different starting point. One consequence of the principle of 

“following the actor” is that we cannot presume in advance that social structures exist and exert 

influence on the actors’ behaviour. This has to remain an open, empirical question. This brings 

us to one of the main points of contention between ANT advocates and more structurally ori-

ented social scientists, including the heirs to Bourdieu. Latour makes the point that we must take 
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the actors’ statements (for example in interviews) at face value, instead of explaining their state-

ments with reference to factors outside of the data. For instance, we should not assume that so-

cial categories such as “ethnic minority”, “working class” or “gender” are necessarily relevant 

for understanding a given situation. An ANT analysis requires that the relevance of these and 

similar categories is demonstrated in the data – that these categories ‘act’ in the data – before 

they can be assigned relevance in the analysis (see also Nielsen, 2010).  

As touched upon earlier, the third challenge is presented by the shift in focus in ANT-in-

spired analyses from the symbolic to the material level. Scholars who are used to working within 

a more interactionist-oriented analytical tradition are trained to look for the symbolic meanings 

associated with different objects. One example of this could be symbolic consumption – a prefer-

ence for cocaine rather than amphetamines may be rooted as much in the desire to show off 

wealth by distancing themselves from what drug users call “poor man’s coke” as it is due to the 

effect and experience of the drug. An ANT analysis, by contrast, is more “flat” and “straightfor-

ward”. It is not about how cocaine is incorporated into individuals’ self-presentation. Rather, the 

overall drug experience depends on a number of elements, including the cocaine’s specific 

(chemical) properties – specifically, its purity, which in turn depends on the user’s position in a 

global network. This approach draws attention to how important elements outside of the users’ 

control influence drug taking.  

 

Analysis 

In this section we illustrate how concepts from ANT can be used in an empirical analysis. The 

analysis is divided into three sub-sections, each centred around a particular concept, but these 

sections also form a coherent whole. Depending on the analytical interest and the nature of the 
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data, different ANT analyses will have different focal points. We draw on interviews with young 

people about clubbing and drug use, conducted as part of a larger study of young people, drugs 

and alcohol in Denmark (Järvinen, Demant and Østergaard, 2010). The study was undertaken in 

autumn and winter 2008 at five different nightclubs in various parts of the country. Taking inspi-

ration from British researchers (Demant, Ravn and Thorsen, 2010; Measham and Moore, 2009), 

participants were recruited via a short questionnaire (Demant, Ravn and Thorsen, 2010). Re-

spondents who said they had experience of taking drugs were asked whether they were willing to 

participate in an interview – and, if so, to provide their telephone number. A total of 53 young 

people (35 men and 18 women) took part in focus group interviews and individual and duo inter-

views. The interviews differ slightly depending on the format, but to varying degrees they all ad-

dress five themes: a description of the nightclub as a space, a description of a night out, drug tak-

ing, knowledge of drugs and risk perceptions, and discussion of specific experiences in the 

clubs.3 As stated, the aim of this analysis is to demonstrate how the ANT perspective paves the 

way for new insights into young people’s drug use compared to the well-established research tra-

dition described at the beginning.  

 

ANT for analysis of non-human actors 

Alcohol and drug research has been relatively quick to adopt ANT, as it offers very useful ways 

of conceptualising the effects of substances (Gomart and Hennion, 1999; Nielsen and Houborg, 

2015; Demant, 2009). When extending an analysis to include a wider range of actors than just 

humans, a guiding principle is to frame the question as “what happened?” as opposed to “who 

 
3Analyses of this data are found in Järvinen and Ravn, 2011; Ravn, 2012a, 2012b 2012c; Ravn and Demant, 2012; 
Ravn and Duff, 2015. 
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did it?” (Mol, 2002). In other words, the study begins by determining what changed or was influ-

enced in the material, and only then consider what caused these changes, or in other words what 

attained significance as an actant. In the example below, Emma, a regular drug user, talks about 

her experience of taking cocaine.  

 

Interviewer: When you take coke now, what’s it for – it’s not to keep you awake? 

Emma: It’s just for fun.  

Interviewer: For fun? 

Emma: And also because you get so numb, your whole face… That’s a good thing if you 

like fighting, you know – you wouldn’t feel it if you got hit in the head! 

Interviewer: Yeah, I can see that. [laughs] 

Emma: I haven’t tried it, I hate fighting, but it’s a good thing, because you just get so 

numb… your whole skull. And if you put some [cocaine] directly onto your gums or your 

tongue, you go completely numb there too. You just get so numb… that sensation in your 

body. 

Interviewer: In a good way? 

Emma: Yeah, in a good way. 

 

If we now ask “what happened?”, it is clear that the cocaine, as a specific substance, functions as 

an actor that leads to a specific form of intoxication that cannot be reduced to the drug’s sym-

bolic meaning as a “luxury substance”. Emma finds cocaine relaxing and enjoyable because of 

its specific effect on her body. It creates a distinct bodily sensation, numbness in her face, and 

she finds that particularly enjoyable. The pleasure arises from the link between the cocaine, 
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Emma’s body and the specific way in which she consumes the substance (applying it strategi-

cally, for example to her gums) and the spatial dimension of this, i.e., her flat, where she takes 

cocaine to chill out. Emma also explains how cocaine, by inducing numbness, has the potential 

to alter the bodily experience of fighting by diminishing the impact of being hit. However, it is 

important to point out that the materiality-oriented analysis prioritised by ANT can also be linked 

to more ‘social’ analyses. In this example about violence, factors such as values, social relations 

and friendships do not have less importance just because we also include non-human actors.  

 

ANT as situated network analysis 

Another separate task in an ANT analysis is to map networks of actants – that is, to not simply 

expand your perspective on who or what is acting, but also consider how those heterogeneous 

actants form part of a network. The network concept is used to focus on the situation as the ana-

lytical unit of interest. The aim is to identify all of the actants that make up the situation – a pri-

vate party at which drugs are taken. It can also be viewed as a socio-material analysis, i.e., one in 

which we examine social aspects as well as aspects of space, time and materiality. The following 

example is based on the maptask exercise we described earlier. Let us begin by looking at a 

drawing from one of the interviews. As mentioned, participants were asked to draw the house or 

flat where the party was held, and to mark how they moved around during the course of the 

evening. One of the focus groups comprised four young men, Marius, Dan, David and Steven, 

who are good friends and often party together. They produced the following drawing. 

 

------------------------------------------------- 

Please insert Figure 1 about here 
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------------------------------------------------- 

 

The drawing provides an overview of the different rooms in the flat, as well as the movements 

between them during the evening (arrows 1, 2 and 3). Note that as well as the furniture, the 

party-goers considered it important to draw the computer. The reason for this becomes clear dur-

ing the conversation – Marius feels compelled to use the computer to check Facebook. His need 

to be on Facebook during the evening appears to be something that the group has discussed on 

earlier occasions, and something which has become part of the way they make jokes with each 

other. As David puts it, “Yeah, Marius went over to check Facebook because he is so ‘big’ [im-

portant]”. Later on in the interview, Marius feels the need to defend himself: “The flat was 46 

sqm, so you could say that we were all pretty close together when that happened, so [all laugh] 

[...] so you are always close to each other, so even if someone is sitting here [points to the com-

puter], and some people are sitting here [points to the sofa], and someone is standing here play-

ing Guitar Hero, you can still talk to each other, and we all join in”. According to Marius – and 

the others back him up on this – his Facebook activity does not stop him taking part in the party. 

In fact, the opposite turns out to be the case. He reads out numerous Facebook posts – news, sta-

tus updates, other people’s party photos – which become a source of entertainment for those 

around him. 

In addition to the four young men and the drugs, which they mentioned earlier on in the 

interview, the computer used to access Facebook is therefore another important actant in the net-

work. As well as bringing something new to the party as a situation, and contributing in a spe-

cific way to its sociality, Facebook also establishes a connection between the interviewees’ own 

party and the activities of other friends in other “time/space” units. Further, the flat, especially 
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due to its limited size, is an important material dimension of the party. Marius emphasises how 

the 46 sqm space implies a “closeness” that promotes a sense of community and of being part of 

the same situation, even if you are doing different things. In this example, the private party is, 

therefore, a network that emerges as a result of translation between the actors. The arrows also 

afforded detailed insight into how the party progressed over the course of the evening, and how 

time and space were linked, i.e. how certain rooms in the apartment (the toilet where the drugs 

were taken, the Facebook corner, etc.) were enacted as actants at different times during the even-

ing.  

 

ANT as an extended analysis of a network 

The final example also focuses on networks but moves beyond the situation as the unit of analy-

sis. This example illustrates how an ANT approach to risk management by young people who 

take drugs opens up a new understanding of the challenges associated with the topic. As we will 

show, young people’s drug use is woven into a complex network that extends beyond factors 

within their control. In the quote below, two young men, Laus and Kristoffer, with extensive 

drug use experience, discuss how they seek to manage their drug use.  

 

Interviewer: How do you know what you’re buying? 

Laus: Well, you can’t get it wrong, you just can’t. You know what it looks like, much of it, 

how it tastes, you never forget that [giggles]  

Kristoffer: Plus, you know where you’re getting it from. You don’t just go out into the 

street and buy it from some random person. 

Laus: No. 
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Interviewer: So it’s about knowing your dealer…? 

Kristoffer: Yeah. 

[…] 

Laus: If you buy something [drugs] from your friends, you either taste it, or maybe not 

taste, but smell it and try a little bit on your finger. 

Interviewer: What if it’s a pill? 

Laus: If it’s a pill then it’s just ecstasy, you know? 

Interviewer: Yes. 

Kristoffer: Although you don’t know that 100%. 

Laus: No, no. 

Interviewer: So you don’t know what’s in it? 

Kristoffer: You know from [your] experience and from others’ experiences. Plus, you can 

test pills. There’s a thing called a z test that lets you test whether there is MDMA in it [the 

pill], and that means that you can see if it’s from amphetamine or any other substance. But 

you can’t say exactly what’s in it, of course. 

Interviewer: No, ok. But do you use those sort of tests or what? Or is it more the case that 

you – 

Laus: No, you don’t. 

Kristoffer: Plus, I don’t take ecstasy anyway. 

Laus: […] If you buy it from him [your dealer], he’s probably sitting taking a line of it too, 

right? So, you know that if it’s shit, he wouldn’t be taking it himself and selling it. 

Kristoffer: Some of the drugs we take, we know for sure that they’re completely pure, they 

are imported and have never been cut […]. 



18 
 

Interviewer: Ok, so it’s about building up your network? 

Laus: Yeah, exactly. Let me put it this way, it really depends on where you are in the chain 

[user and dealer], whether you’re number 300 [giggles] or 3. 

Kristoffer: The longer you have been [part of the scene].  

 

Based on this interview excerpt, we have identified the actors in the actor-network described by 

Laus and Kristoffer with regard to how they manage their drug use and the risks associated with 

it. This network is illustrated in Figure 2 below.  

 

 

 

------------------------------------------------ 

Please insert Figure 2 about here 

------------------------------------------------- 

 

Laus and Kristoffer clearly have extensive experience with the topic. When we map the range of 

actants that affect the way in which they manage their drug use and the associated risks, the re-

sult is a network that is complex in terms of both temporal and spatial aspects. It is important to 

stress that our analysis is based on the actants highlighted by the two interviewees, without any 

evaluation of the accuracy of their information, for instance in relation to the specific pharmaco-

logical tests. The key is to establish how different actors in the network are translated and be-

come important in the two young men’s risk management strategies. This strategy is not based 
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merely on their subjective (lay) relationship with the drug, but is the result of how experiences, 

reputation, tests, taste, etc., are incorporated into both local and global networks.   

In sum, the network that emerges from this analysis not only includes aspects that are 

close at hand (where and how people buy drugs) – which we describe collectively as their prac-

tice in Figure 2 above – but also other, more remote elements, such as the accumulated 

knowledge of the drug scene and the drugs themselves. The network also extends beyond the 

quote, for example in the form of empirical knowledge gleaned from digital forums, the global 

drug market and the knowledge and encryption technologies used for online trading. This analy-

sis has focused on how, via translation, the various elements become relevant to risk manage-

ment. Bearing Figure 2 in mind, it is clear that, in this perspective, risk management is not a 

straightforward case of rational considerations, but rather a matter of navigating a complex net-

work that extends beyond that in which the interviewees are directly involved. In that sense, an 

ANT perspective allows for a substantially different and more complex understanding of the 

risks and risk management strategies than other types of analyses might do in this field.  

One question often asked about ANT analyses is: Where does the network stop? Any net-

work will always be extensive, with many branches. There will always be other actants associ-

ated with the ones already described. We need to know some of these to understand how key ele-

ments are enacted. This makes it crucial that we define the limits of the network. In the analysis 

presented in this chapter, one of the key constraints is our choice of methodology – we cannot 

follow the drugs further than the relatively limited time/space horizon enacted by the subjects. In 

a “fully fledged” ANT analysis, this methodological constraint would not qualify as sufficient 

reason to limit the scope of the network. A more pragmatic understanding, and one that we also 
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use here, would be to a) acknowledge that the network is limited by the interview method; and b) 

be aware, therefore, of what ANT is capable of contributing to the analysis of the data at hand.  

 

Conclusion  

Our case study of young people and drugs in this chapter has shown how ANT-inspired analyses 

are particularly useful for drawing out the material aspects of a phenomenon. We have attempted 

to show how ANT widens our analytical focus to include non-human actors, while insisting that 

these have no significance per se, only when enacted in a particular network. We have also 

shown how the actual shape of the network imbues each actant with its specific significance. As 

a result, the physical effects of a substance can be included without being reduced (or stabilised) 

to a one-dimensional neurological or chemical process. As demonstrated by Emma, this allows 

us to conceptualise what is happening when users emphasise the fact that cocaine has certain ef-

fects on the body, depending on how and where it is taken. We have also shown that ANT is 

suited for the inclusion of spatial aspects into an analysis. Of course, it is possible to include 

space and time in, for instance, a symbolic interactionist analysis, but we believe that the reason 

why ANT analyses offer additional perspectives is that space and time are not just neutral back-

drops or ‘contexts’ for social interaction, but constitutive of this as an element that is enacted in 

the network. The ability to combine space and time with physical and material aspects is what 

makes the ANT perspective distinct and an ideal choice for studies centred on these aspects. The 

examples mentioned earlier – Gomart and Hennion (1999) as well as Keane (2008) – both show 

how ANT-inspired studies always look at some network relations but not others. Keane’s study 

also highlighted how diverse data– as opposed to interviews alone – are useful in drug and alco-
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hol research. For instance, inspired by Keane’s study, it would be interesting to observe how can-

nabis is translated into very different forms of drugs in the complex network regulating medical 

and non-medical use, levels of THC, methods of consumption, etc. Following these translations 

would require a combination of interviews with recreational drug users, as well as a number of 

policy documents, drug analysis reports, etc.   

Despite its name, it is important to recognise that ANT does not actually proffer a theory 

about the relationship between objects, people, space and time and so on. What it does offer is a 

relatively loosely formulated strategy for empirical analysis – it encourages us to conduct studies 

that are broadly defined to make it empirically possible to include in the answer to our research 

questions. It prompts us to answer how actors in a network relate to each other. This radical and 

empirical openness is often highlighted as one of ANT’s strong points. However, it is also one of 

the difficulties that researchers have to learn to cope with when adopting an ANT perspective. 

The question of how far a network extends and at what point you have adequately described the 

relationships within it remains a concrete empirical and practical question that it is impossible to 

answer definitively purely by means of a well-established methodology principle. This is one of 

the points that need to be borne in mind when deciding on the strategy to adopt for a particular 

analysis.  

As mentioned earlier, the explorative and open strategy inherent in an ANT approach to 

interview-based material comes with certain difficulties. The interviews that we drew on in this 

chapter sought to elicit elaborate and detailed descriptions of actual practices. While one exam-

ple focused on “the social situation” and the local actor-network that shaped the party, in the fi-

nal example the network extended beyond the specific time and space. This underlines Latour’s 

point that the actants in a network do not need to be situated in the same physical time or space 
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(Latour, 2005: 166). It also suggests that one benefit of using interviews (and documents), as op-

posed to ethnographic observations, is that they allow us to identify actors not directly observa-

ble in the situation. Interview data make it possible to pursue the extent of a network beyond the 

local (see also Blok, Jensen and Kaltoft, 2008). The point is that the interview will always be re-

searcher-driven and privilege human over non-human actors. Savage and Burrows (2007) argue 

that sociology has stalled in terms of new methodological developments because of the tendency 

to adhere to a handful of tried-and-tested instruments such as qualitative interviews and surveys. 

ANT as a tradition can be seen as constituting a response to this stasis, in that one of its key ana-

lytical tasks is to pursue any lines of enquiry that may emerge, irrespective of the methods used. 

As such, ANT challenges not only how we think about relationships between human and non-

human actors, but also our methodological habits and ways of thinking and the ways in which we 

establish and pursue methodological lines of inquiry.   
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Key concepts  

Actant  

Use of the term actant instead of actor underlines the fact that networks consist of non-human as 

well as human elements. All actants are enacted (i.e., get their specific characteristics and proper-

ties) from the actor-network of which they form part.  

 

Actor-network 

A network is not strictly defined. It conceptualises elements that are linked and exist in relation 

to one another but without a defined centre. The “actor-network” is the network that is formed by 

the various actors. Networks often consist of both human and non-human actors (or actants) and 

translations are what make them dynamic.  

 

Enactment  

The concept of enactment describes the process by which a specific actant in a network acquires 

certain characteristics or potential. Rather than defining in advance which type of actor has the 

potential to act, ANT works this out on the basis of the empirical evidence. As such, we might 

say that in ANT the actor has no essential characteristics. One result of this approach is that mul-

tiple meanings may be attributed to the same actor depending on the relationships the actor is 

part of in a network.  

 

Principle of symmetry 

This concept refers to the obligation to ensure that we assign equal significance to human and 

non-human actors. Every effort must be made not to predefine actants. 
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