
June 2007

Pascal Rancuret
Student number 0491276

When it all comes together
Personal confrontations with 

academic research, game design, 
and Actor Network-Theory

Tutored and supervised by 
Marinka Copier

New Media and Digital Culture
University of Utrecht



Contents

1 Introduction .............................................................................................................................................. 3

2 The Conference......................................................................................................................................... 5

Expectations........................................................................................................................................... 5

Crash...................................................................................................................................................... 6

Waiting................................................................................................................................................... 7

Second day round up.............................................................................................................................. 8

3 The Kick-Off............................................................................................................................................ 9

Books and stuff..................................................................................................................................... 10

4 Rock & Roll............................................................................................................................................ 12

Interaction............................................................................................................................................. 12

Breaking Out ....................................................................................................................................... 14

Conclusion................................................................................................................................................. 17

Bibliography.............................................................................................................................................. 19

  2



1

 Introduction 

SOME THINGS ARE DIFFICULT.  SOME THINGS ARE COMPLEX.  And  sometimes  we  fail  to  see  the 

complexities that make things what they are. My personal encounters with these ‘issues’ started 

during my internship; a collaboration between the Utrecht School of Art & Technology (HKU) and 

the University of Utrecht (UU). The goal of the collaboration was to set up a ‘serious gaming’ 

project for higher education, by bringing game design and academic research together.  Together 

with fellow UU student Shane Pulmano, I focused on researching learning in games. 

Although I think the project itself was a great idea, and there was enough motivation among 

the project members, something wasn’t right. I experienced a tension. It was not personal, nor was it 

an explicit part of our project. There were obvious differences between our fields - I even felt a 

slight  panic  when  first  confronted  with  the  HKU’s work  style  -  but  we  were  all  willing  to 

collaborate.  The tension however,  would  prove  to  be  more  than  just  the  result  of  an awkward 

meeting,  and complicate our work. As the project progressed,  and I gained more insight  in the 

different fields, I started to notice how it spreads over many different areas and scales. It is a tension 

between a creative industry and academics, design and research, art and theory, commercial and 

non-profit,  and  all  the  resulting  differences  in  style  of  work.  I  found  that  despite  its  size  and 

complexity, this situation is hardly addressed.

This thesis is about my personal confrontations with the structures and processes that form 

our professional fields. Things that all too often are overseen, forgotten, or taken for granted. In this 

thesis I present my personal experiences with these structures, and how questioning them can aid 

collaboration and innovation. 

For my research I used Actor-Network Theory (ANT) not as a method1, but rather as a guide 

to  study  processes  and  structure  my  writing.  It  has  mostly  been  used  as  an  analytical  tool. 

Furthermore, because of the reflective aspects of my research, ANT also became part of my research 

object.

1 Many academics have argued that ANT should not be considered a method, because it does not provide 

steps to conduct research (Law & Lassard, 1999). Bruno Latour however, sometimes refers to ANT as a 

‘negative  method’ “it  does  not  say  anything  about  the  shape  of  what  is  being  described  with  it.” 

(Latour, 2005).
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This thesis follows a non-linear structure, and focuses on three key events. The first chapter is about 

my experiences at  the  NLGD conference, where academics and people from the game industry 

came together.  It  shows how the problematic ‘gap’ these fields was both discussed during, and 

illustrated by, the conference. The following chapter goes back to the first meeting of my internship. 

During this meeting an initial clash occurred between my academic background and the ´creative´ 

environment of the project. The term ‘Rock & Roll’ was introduced to the project, and I had no idea 

how things would work out. The meeting shows the uncertainties that arise where two fields meet. 

The third chapter picks up somewhere in the middle of the day, a couple of months after the project 

started. My tutor visited us to check how things were going, and to discuss the progress on the thesis 

that I was preparing. In the conversation that followed I reflect on my working environment, the 

interaction with my co-workers, and how my thesis relates to this. After first having struggled with 

ANT for weeks, it had become essential for my thesis. We discussed what impact it has on both my 

work and my way of thinking. In the final chapter I look back at my findings and experiences. This 

chapter is about their relations, and analyses them on a meta-level.
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2

 The Conference

Expectations

It was early morning when I arrived at the Janskerk in Utrecht, the location of a two-day conference 

named NLGD (Dutch Game Days). I entered the church, signed the registration form, and found my 

way to a cup of coffee. Still sleepy, I spotted some fellow students from the University of Utrecht: 

Harald Warmelink, Menno Deen, and my internship partner Shane Pulmano. I decided to join them. 

It was only when I walked over that I noticed Micah Hrehovcsik and Karel Millenaar from the 

HKU. “Exited huh?” I said to Karel, who judging from the look on his face, didn’t have any high 

expectations for the day. “Very,” he answered with a sarcastic smile, followed by a light sigh. 

Although Karel was known to dramatize situations, I recognized his worries about the conference – 

and so did the others.

 “Well I am really looking forward to some of the presentations,” Menno said. “Especially 

those given by game developers.”

“So am I.  I just hope it isn’t going to be like the previous conferences we visited,” Shane 

replied.

“Why? What was wrong?”

“They’re just so … ” 

“Boring?”

“That too, but I think annoying is the right word. Just when you think they are going to say or 

discuss something interesting – they don’t!” Shane said, with visible frustration.

 “Of course, it is difficult to cram your work into such a short presentation,” I said, “especially 

if you have to explain all the basic things first. But still … ”

“It’s just so disappointing to see. All these great topics pass by, you have all these people 

together in one room, and yet nothing happens!” Shane Said.

While the discussion continued, I started looking around and noticed something interesting. There 

was a very strong contrast between the church and the conference itself. Rows of empty chairs 

pointed towards a podium with a large projector screen covering the choir. Logos and animations 

were being projected on the screen, introducing us to the participating institutions and companies; a 

who’s who of the Dutch game industry. Within the next ten minutes this romanesque church would 

be filled with people, all here because of their interest and influence in the latest developments in the 

technology, culture, science, and industry surrounding games. I felt slightly more confident that this 
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conference would live up to its subtitle: “The Big Bang”. 

“It does look great. Really professional,” I said.

The others agreed. 

Crash

Ten minutes passed and we were asked to find a seat.  The hosts – founding members of Dutch 

game developer  STREAMLINE STUDIOS,  Alexander and Hector Fernandez – welcomed the audience, 

and commenced in a short story on the unique role and goals of the conference. “The Netherlands 

and the city of Utrecht in particular, is a potential centre of innovation for the game industry and 

Serious Games. That’s why we are very fortunate to have a small but dedicated group of developers 

and academics, with the qualities needed to make a change.” Although I was not sure how ‘we’ 

compared to other countries, I did like the ambition behind the statement. 

While I was going through the NLGD booklet, reading about the “aim to close the bridge 

between education, research and commercial areas”, a new speaker had taken place on stage.  It was 

Jeroen van Mastrigt,  lector  Art  and Technology at  HKU. He gave a  keynote  speech about  the 

development of games as a medium, from simple entertainment to a serious part of our culture. 

“Games have become mainstream and aren’t just for kids anymore,” he said.

I listened to Shane and Harald, who were talking about how many times they heard this 

before. Just like me they were anxious to see how the conference would evolve beyond this 

stage.  Jeroen continued his talk about how computer technology is taking over, and how 

games were raising more interest by the day. Then, after a few minutes, his story took a 

turn.

 “The real problem,” he said, “is that we don’t really understand games.”

Although this statement wasn’t anything shocking, especially when seen in the light of the ‘Big 

Bang’ theme of the conference, it did seem to grab the attention of the audience – or at least mine. 

“Despite the tremendous developments in technology, making everything look better or more 

realistic, we did not really get much further than the games of the early days. We are still 

approaching games in the same way. And we can’t go on like this,” He said, clearly building 

up towards his final statements. “We have to innovate or else we crash. And that’s why we 

are here together.”

I was pleased with Jeroen’s conclusion, but was curious to see what the rest of the conference would 

be like. I did find a couple of (potentially) interesting presentations in the program, but none that 

specifically addressed the need for collaboration or innovation.

“Crash?” Shane asked me.

  6



“Yes, well not really a crash. More like a creative halt … Or maybe he was talking about 

losing ‘our position’ in the market,” I said. “Something like that.”

“Oh, ok.”

Waiting

After  a  day  of  presentations,  coffee,  and  taking  notes,  I  had  mixed  feelings  about  the 

conference. Menno, Shane and I were sharing our thoughts on what we had seen in the past 

hours, while we were waiting on some people who would join us for dinner.  

“What did you think?” Menno asked.

“It was a pretty interesting mix of topics,” I said, “but it still misses something.”

“Like what?” 

“Relevance perhaps?” Shane answered cynically.

“Yes, relevance,” I said. “Not that the topics are irrelevant, but it would be nice if every 

speaker tried to relate their topic to the main theme of the conference.” 

“I liked Margaret’s though,” Shane said. 

Margaret Robertson, editor the game magazine Edge, held a presentation about why she 

liked games. It started from a very personal perspective on games, but developed into a 

story on why games might – or might not – be useful for our personal development. It was 

clear that this had been Shane’s highlight of the day.

“It was funny that she just started out with ‘I don’t know why I like games’,” she said. 

“She was not afraid to give her opinion about things, and just said that she did not 

know if games really mattered – but she enjoyed them anyway.”

“I think it might also have something to do with her background. Her job is to look at 

all things related to games, and she can just say whatever she has to say. ” Menno 

said.

“Maybe,” Shane replied.

“But the thing is,” I said, “although she obviously did not have any answers, some of 

her questions were about our approach to games; both science and industry. I really 

missed that with some of the other presentations.”

Karel and Micah walked. 

“Hey guys, I think we’re ready to go,” Micah said.

We left the church.
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Second day round up

The  second  (and  final)  day  of  the  conference  started  out  better  than  I  had  expected. 

Examples of game research and technology filled the screen, and immediately grabbed my 

attention. This however, was mostly out of personal interest. The themes of innovation and 

collaboration were never really addressed. As the day went by, I began to realize that my 

expectations for the conference itself might have been too high – or maybe I just expected 

something else.

“If they say the Netherlands could be leading the Serious Games market,” Shane said, 

“why don’t they work together?” 

“I guess they don’t know how. Or maybe they don’t really have the drive to do so. Or 

maybe its both,” Harald said. 

“I think it’s both,” I said. “Nevertheless, a conference like this is not really the place 

to do something about it, despite its goals and themes.”

“Then why were you complaining about a lack of interaction between the academics 

and the developers?” Shane asked, referring to my comments on the final debate.

“The debate was a disappointment. They were all there, right there next to each other, 

sitting behind the table, saying things like ‘moving forward means joint venture’, and 

‘we need to start a dialog’, and yet there was no real dialog on stage!”

“That’s because they – and I am not talking about the speakers here, but about their 

fields –  it’s because they don’t understand each other. They haven’t got a clue!” 

Shane replied.

“One guy was talking about the language barrier though,” Harald said.

 “Yes, I liked his comment about how researches should play more games, and 

developers should read more literature,” I said. “But I find it remarkable that despite 

the goals of the conference, there was almost no room for actual collaboration or 

interaction. Although that would probably require a vastly different approach for the 

conference – if it could be done at all via a conference.”

“I just realized, this is great material for your thesis!” Harald said. 
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3

The Kick-Off

(Two months earlier)

“Don’t worry about that. We’re just going to Rock & Roll and build something great!” Willem-Jan 

said with much enthusiasm. Across the table sat the founding members (and supervisors) of our 

project:  Jeroen  van Mastrigt,  Willem-Jan Renger  (both from the HKU),  and  my tutor  Marinka 

Copier (UU).  We were discussing the collaboration between the University of Utrecht and the HKU 

that would form the setting of my internship, and I had just asked how this collaboration would 

work in practice. The use of Rock & Roll within the context of our project surprised me, and I did 

not know what to think of it. Willem-Jan looked at me.

“Well, we all do what we are best at. Work in a cyclical process … try to stimulate 

interaction,” He said.

 I had the feeling my question had not been clear enough, and tried again.

 “But if we want to avoid building a horseless carriage, we should figure out what to do first, 

right?” I said, referring to Jeroen’s citation of McLuhan earlier on. 

During his presentation, Jeroen had used images of a horseless carriage – McLuhan’s famous example of 

‘flawed innovation’ that would lead to ‘the car’ – and a rear-view mirror, to stress that we should avoid 

“rushing into the future backwards”.  

“Our research is about figuring out what to do, and would provide input for the designers. The 

HKU people.” I explained.

I saw slight smiles across the table, but could not tell what they meant. Perhaps they were smiling 

out of agreement, or maybe my comments were not getting through at all. Someone was about to say 

something. “That´s …”, but I continued my argument. 

“What I am trying to say is that, in my experience academic research has always been a long 

mostly linear process with little output until the very end. So, how does this relate to the short 

cyclical process of constant interaction and production that we are trying to achieve?” 

It sounded plausible, and yet a bit out of place. I looked at Shane, who was sitting next to me, 

hoping she had something to say. Willem-Jan answered, this time in a more reassuring tone.

“Trust me. I know it might sound strange to you, because you are used to different ways of 

working, but this is how we always work. This is how we innovate. ”

My question remained unanswered, but I did not protest. I wasn’t sure what my argument was, and 
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did not really know where it came from either. Being dissatisfied about my inability to choose the 

right words for my concerns, I decided to stop bothering. Marinka smiled. 

“Plus,” she said, “that’s what we are here for: finding out how to run such a project”.

A long, soft and doubtful “okay” came from the other side of the room. Karel had mentioned earlier 

that, as he had not been informed, he did not have a clue what this project was about, or what his roll 

in this project would be. Apparently he still didn’t. Since he -and his colleague Micah- had just 

switched from being a student at the HKU to being an employee, he saw it as his job to do whatever 

was asked without asking too many questions. 

“We’ll work something out,” he said, trying to avoid an endless discussion. 

“I’m sure we will,” Harald agreed. 

Books and stuff

After the meeting had ended, Shane, Harald, Karel and I walked to the local train station. We were 

all heading in the same direction, taking the train to Utrecht, and used the opportunity to get to now 

each other and talk about the meeting.

“The thing is,” Karel said, explaining how the HKU works, “at the HKU we rather do stuff 

than discuss it. It is inherent to the creative environment we’re in.”

“That much I understand, and there is nothing wrong with that. But Rock & Roll is not going 

to help if nobody knows what they’re doing, or how to collaborate. I just thought it might be 

useful to think these things over at the beginning of the project,” I replied.

“Especially since there was some sort of a deadline pretty soon as well!” Harald said.

“And if we have to provide you and Micah with input, it is going to take a while. It takes time 

to do research and write reports. We can’t just create something”

“I know. You researchers have to read books and stuff huh? Not really my kind of thing.”

“Yup, unfortunately … lots of literature,” Shane said.

“Nothing personal, but at this moment I don’t even know what ‘input’ to expect from your 

research. To me it’s mostly obligatory paper work that I try to stay away from”

I could understand Karel’s  thoughts on academic work.  The colourless articles,  overly complex 

writing, and endless arguments that you encounter, don’t make it very attractive. But certainly not 

all academic work is like that. I tried to explain.

“It might be a bit boring at times, especially dealing with all the methods and frameworks and 

such, but it really comes down to what you make of it yourself.  For me, its all about the 

writing; trying to put some creativity in it. And I love to be critical about things”.
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Harald nodded, but Karel did not seem to be convinced and changed the subject.

“What I want to know, is what me and Micah have to do with this project,” Karel said 

jokingly.

“Didn’t they tell you anything about the project?” Shane asked him.

“Not really, I was told to come to the meeting, ‘something to do with a game project’ they 

said. And hey, it’s my job now …  I’m just glad I have something to do.”

“We did not really know what to expect either … Actually we still don’t know, “Shane said.

We were almost at the train station when our train passed by. It would take fifteen minutes for the 

next train to arrive, but nobody seemed to mind. We continued our conversation.

“It’s always like this in the beginning,” Karel said, “you muck around until you know what 

you’re supposed to do.”
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Rock & Roll

Interaction

Our office seemed to be designed solely around the notion that it should have room for four people. 

It only consisted of four desks with PC´s on top, standing against each other, with just enough space 

around them to walk and be seated. Shane and I were working on our internship project. As I looked 

up from my screen I saw Marinka approaching our office. She just had a meeting in another wing of 

the building, and came by to see our working space and discuss our progress. 

“So this is where you work?” Marinka asked, as she entered the room.

“Uhuh.”, I nodded.

“Or at least, where we try to work” Shane said with a grin on her face.

“Actually, it’s Micah and Karel’s office – they’re not here right now,” I said.  “They decided 

it would be good for the project to have us work close to each other. Personally, I think it is 

just bit too small for the four of us … But I guess it’s ok.”

“I can live with it,” Shane said.

We gave Marinka a seat at the side of our desks, and Shane went to the kitchen to get hot water.

“Well, I see you tried to make it more cosy,” Marinka said referring to a basket full of Tea bags, and 

a toaster that stood on the floor next to my desk.

“I brought it from home – thought it might be nice for our lunch, since we always eat here our 

desk,” I explained. “According to Karel, having it in our office is probably against the HKU 

policy – but kept it here anyway.” 

“Well, you need a comfortable environment in order to be productive,” Marinka said, while I 

saved my work on the computer.

She looked at our desks. Piles of books and printed articles covered nearly each corner. Karel´s pile 

had tipped over – or ‘grew’, as we would call it – onto my own desk, so that academic articles were 

mixed with books on everything from game design to cooking. Marinka started reading the titles of 

some books that she recognized.

“Rules of play, A Theory of Fun …”

“Actually, those are all Micah and Karel’s books,” I said. “At the moment they’re working on 

their proposals, so they have to read to do some research right now.” 

Marinka looked interested.

“It’s pretty funny to see actually, because Karel in particular isn’t a big fan of literature.”
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 “Words,” she sighed, shaking her head and mimicking the sarcastic grim expression on his 

face.

We laughed.

“Actually, they’re working on some really interesting things,” I said.

“Like what?” Marinka asked.  

“Well, they’re both trying to step out of current paradigms or trends. If I am correct, Micah is 

focusing on the development of games, while Karel is working on an alternative approach to 

game design.”

“That’s what this is all about,” Shane said, pointing to the big whiteboard behind her, which 

was covered by their notes. “They jolt these things down during their discussions.”

“Don’t you use the whiteboard?” Marinka asked us.

“Not really, we’re busy reading and typing,” Shane answered.

The chaotic drawings and notes on the whiteboard reminded me of my own style of work. Although 

I had not used the whiteboard yet, I regularly tried to visualize things by scribbling associations 

down, and experimenting with theories by mapping them out  on paper.  I  often had the feeling 

however, that my creativity was pushed to the background by my experiences with academic work.

“So you did not get the chance to work together yet?” 

“Sometimes we discuss things, see what they think of certain things, but most of the time we 

are just working our own project,” Shane said. 

“I think we spent more time discussing related things during our coffee breaks than through 

our actual work. ” I added.

A couple of times a day, when progress was slow, I walked downstairs to get some coffee; usually 

in  company  of  Karel,  and  sometimes  Micah  joined  us  as  well  –  Shane  did  not  like  coffee.  I 

explained to Marinka that, during these short breaks we would discuss our individual work often 

recognizing each other’s struggles.

 “It is pretty useful having somebody around with a different background,” I said. “Not just 

for a different perspective on your work, but also because it’s nice to be able to step out of 

your field, and think about other things.”

“I’d love to learn more about their work – about game design and stuff,” Shane said.

She looked at the desk next to her.

“Well this would be the right place to start then!” Marinka said laughing.

While I was trying to find the notes that I had made that morning, Marinka suggested that we gave 

an update on our thesis. 

“Shall we start with you, Pascal?”
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Breaking Out 

I had just finished reading an article called “Prologue in form of a dialog between a Student and his 

(somewhat) Socratic Professor”, by Bruno Latour (in Reassembling the Social, 2005). Together with 

Marinka I decided to use Actor Network-Theory (ANT) to study the processes of game design and 

research. I was hoping this article would give me a clearer view on what ANT is, and how to use it, 

as previously read articles left me confused. The article tells the story of a student arguing with his 

professor about the strange ways of ANT. I told Marinka about how much it impressed me. 

“I should have read this when I started!” I said. “That would have saved me so much 

confusion.”  “What do you like about it? And what did you learn from it?” Marinka asked.

 “Well …”

Although I was certainly enthusiastic about the text, answering this question was tougher than I 

thought. 

“Well, the professor never really gives a clear answer to the student’s questions, which were 

basically the same questions that I had been struggling with myself,” I said.

“So you could really identify with the student? That’s great. What questions did he have?”

“Uhm …  primarily questions on how to ‘apply’ ANT. See, there is no text explaining this at 

all. Or at least … ”

“So then what happened? Did you get your answer?” Marinka asked.

“No, not really. Instead the professor asks the student why he approaches ANT in such a 

‘traditional’ way. Why he starts with a framework instead of an object to study. And when the 

student tells the professor that this is what he learned, the professor replies that he is being 

trained badly, leaving the student even more confused!”

By now I could not hide my joy over the wit and sarcasm of the professor.

“See, he turned it around. You should not want to apply it in the first place! That’s where I 

went wrong. It’s nothing like the things I learned in the past few years.”

“Oh, I hate that text. Can’t believe you like it,” Shane said. 

From Marinka’s body language I understood she wanted me to tell more about my findings.

“The reason why I like it so much is because it evokes all these questions. It leaves you 

questioning even more than you already did, including ANT itself!” 

I could only see the top half of Shane’s face, because of the monitors in between us, but she clearly 

did not share my excitement.   

“Latour never claims that ANT will provide a solid method for doing research. Or at least, not 

in his later work. In fact he acknowledges that its use is severely problematic – but it’s very 

useful, none the less,” I said.

  14



“And how would you relate this to your own work? How does it help?” Marinka happily 

interrupted. 

“Hmm, good question” 

I left a silence, thinking of what I had worked on in the past week. Sometimes Marinka would get 

me to tell more about something then I thought I knew. Just by talking about it I would understand it 

better.  Like always, I was struggling with words.

“It helps me with …   It helps me letting go of ‘traditional’ academic methods – but then 

again, ANT should not be seen as a method either” 

“What do you consider to be traditional academic methods then? ” Marinka wondered.

“Ok, maybe traditional is not the right word.  I meant the methods that I learned to use 

throughout my study. I think.”

I paused, trying to remember what I was going to say.

“The point is, you have to be critical about your work, but also be aware of your own 

perspective and functioning as a researcher. More than any other method, or theory … or … 

whatever the word is, ANT makes you question the relation between the research and its 

object ” 

“And the researcher,” Marinka said.

“… and the researcher,” I agreed.

Although I did not exactly know how to put it to words, I felt that ANT allowed me to break out of 

the ‘traditional’ ways of doing science. Not to abandon social studies all together, but to work from 

a different perspective, and be able to reflect on what it is that I am doing.

“Actually, the researcher” I said “or rather how ANT changes your position or function as a 

researcher, is one of the things that interests me the most.”

“Go on,” Marinka said.

“I think it made me more aware of my influence on the research itself; the relation between 

writing and the complexity of my actor network that I am describing. Or something like that.”

“Could you explain that to me?”

“Well, ANT focuses on the act of writing as means to actually produce science. You follow 

actors and their actions, and describe them the best you can. And actors can be anything; 

people, objects, … or even concepts,” I said, glad to finally understand at least some of the 

theory.  

“But this raises all kinds of political issues on how to choose your actors and limit your 

network, and how to describe things.”
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I flicked through the pages of my notebook, trying to recollect my comments on the articles about 

ANT.

“A lot of it is a matter of making rational decisions. What ANT does, is reminding us 

of the consequences of these decisions, and to some extend keeping us from taking 

things from granted,” Marinka said.

Seeing that Marinka’s explanation was far more effective than my own, I quickly wrote it down.

“By the way, I find his writing in ‘Reassembling the Social’ hard to follow,” I said referring 

to Latour. “His style is so …”

“Yes, it can be difficult to read at times” Marinka said, understanding my complaint.

“Especially for someone who is writing about writing; about how to describe things,” I said. 

“He tries to explain something that is already complex, namely ANT, with its misleadingly 

named ‘actors’ and ‘networks’, by making his sentences overly complex, letting them drift 

from one subject to another, filling them with endless sequences of statements and examples, 

using either far too many breaks, or letting the punctuation out all together, so that by the time 

you reach the period, four lines further, you have missed the point!”

From the look on her face, I could see that Marinka knew what I was talking about.

“It just doesn’t work. It’s creative, but it doesn’t work.” I said.

“That’s typically French,” Marinka explained. 

“It is? I never thought of that … Anyway, it was just something that I noticed. I will have to 

make sure that I don’t make the same mistake.”

After drifting away from our initial topic for a while, it became clear that for now, all had been said about 

my thesis.

“Ok, well you got a lot further since last time. Looks promising,” Marinka said.

I agreed.

“And how about your thesis Shane?”
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Conclusion

After Marinka had left, I made some notes about our meeting, and decided to call it a day. I started 

cleaning up my desk, which – like every day around this time – looked like a paper war zone. Notes, 

drawings, and books, laid scattered across my desk, making it difficult to see just what I had been 

working on.  It  must  have been the hundredth time that  I  reorganized the original  notes on our 

project. The ambitious plans for our collaboration that they describe, did not really work out, as we 

were still going our individual ways. Little did I know about the complexities that I would uncover 

in the following months.

◊

It was at the NLGD conference that I first started to recognize the problem that had grabbed my interest 

during the internship. Just like our project this conference brought together people from a creative and an 

academic field. Although collaboration and innovation were the main themes and goals, this was hardly 

visible from the presentations and the debates. The speakers focused on their own discipline, and did not 

seem to understand each other’s. The cause of this problem then, was sought in between; the difference 

of language – with “Play more games” and “read more books” as the suggested solutions.

I  had  found  myself  in  a  similar  situation  during  the  kick-off  meeting  of  our  project.  We 

discussed ambitious plans for the collaboration, which consequently resulted in a clash. The Rock & Roll 

ways of the HKU did not correspond with the methods of research I was familiar with. Neither did the 

plan to just try it  anyway, although there was no unwillingness to do so. In the four months of my 

internship I  experienced what  it  was like to work together  with(in) a contrasting field.  In this case, 

working together meant taking care of our individual tasks. The desired interaction was mostly achieved 

in discussions that did not directly affect our work. Sticking to our own methods, and using them in 

parallel, did not allow for much more than this. The situation itself however, proved to be of great value 

in understanding what it is that makes collaboration so complex. 

Being situated in a creative environment made it possible for me to study the different working 

styles. By observing and discussing the work of Karel and Micah, I learned that our differences could be 

traced  all  throughout  our  backgrounds;  goals,  methods,  resources,  output,  public,  and  whatever 

determines these things. The problem lies not in the differences between fields, but in the rigidness and 

‘closed’ nature of their internal structures. When I decided to use this problem as the subject of my 

thesis, I thought that it would be relatively easy to map out the structures that I had identified from my 

own  experience.  Actor-Network  Theory  however,  argues  that  these  structures  consist  of  countless 

ongoing processes that define them. In other words,  everything is influenced (and performed) by an 

endless network of actors. I concluded that the rigid fields of my study are not fixed, but rather structures 
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of  processes  that  have  become  institutionalised.  With  this  notion  in  mind  I  started  questioning  the 

working methods that I had encountered, including my own.

In the early stage of my thesis it often felt like I was stuck in my academic background. Both my 

environment and ANT made me aware of the defining, and sometimes limiting, factors of the scientific 

field.  For me science was about studying things, and describing them accurately, in order to explain 

them in the most exact way possible. It revolved around knowledge and objectivity. In my experience 

with  science,  there  had  been  no  lab.  No  room  for  experimentation,  the  partiality  of  truths,  or  the 

possibility of failure. My thesis provided me with an opportunity to break with this system.

Despite feeling uncomfortable with the term ‘Rock & Roll’ at first, I had learned what it really 

meant. Even in the most creative environments there are structures and rules to be found. A lot of times 

however, they only become visible after a direct confrontation. It is a thorough understanding of these 

structures that allows for a more conscious approach to collaboration or innovation.

Apart from being a valuable asset for my research, and an object of my study, ANT was also my 

personal  Rock  & Roll  exercise.  With  its  provocative  mindset,  contradictions  and  possible  flaws,  it 

encouraged  me to  consider  an alternative  approach  to  science.  I  let  go  of  the  idea  that  I  needed a 

‘theoretical framework’ in order to properly conduct research, as it would greatly influence the outcome. 

Instead, I started writing and following traces. I wrote about actors, and their actions. I wrote about why I 

chose  these  actors,  and  how these  choices  influenced  their  networks.  Moreover,  I  wrote  about  my 

personal experiences and thoughts, and treated them as actors in their own right. Trying to describe these 

accounts was a constant struggle to provide both clarity and detail. Writing itself then, became a means 

of science.  

In order to gain a better insight in the processes that define professional fields, further research is 

needed. To be honest, I am not sure if this should be conducted in a way similar to mine, or if it should 

follow a different and better-founded path. By breaking with my own structures however, I found great 

value in capturing and expressing the personal. Without my personal confrontations, I would not have 

been able to see the structural causes of the tensions that I encountered. They showed the necessity of 

structures, and the importance of questioning them. 
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