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Abstract 

This paper takes general developments of European universities (virtualization, network-formation, 

entrepreneurship) as point of departure and is more particularly interested in the role and position 

of the academic in those changing universities: what does ‘being an academic’ mean today? The goal 

of the paper is to present a particular heuristic methodological design that allows to investigate to 

what extent and how these changes are noticeable in the concrete daily lives of academics. Drawing 

on actor-network theory (ANT) as an approach that takes into account social as well as technical and 

material aspects of academic realities, the design proposed will be operationalized by adopting 

pluralism as general methodological guideline and multidimensional pictures of individual academic 

practices as general outcome. In other words, the present project will try to develop a 

methodological design in form of different observation lenses that allow to give a qualitative-

interpretative answer to the following question: How do the daily practices of academics actually 

articulate processes towards and take shape in relation to the virtual, entrepreneurial, network 

university? 
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The virtual in the university and the university in the virtual? 

A socio-technological perspective on  

academic practice 

 

Introduction 

Current discourses on globalisation and Europeanization, and the related focus on the emergence of 

the ‘knowledge society’ and ‘information society’, stress the profound changes European universities 

are facing. The European Commission (2006a) for instance, asks universities to embrace a 

‘modernization agenda’ to meet new challenges, some of which being a more diverse funding basis, 

increased mobility and competition, institutional diversification, flexible patterns of institutional 

governance and new roles in regional and technological development. Meanwhile, multifarious 

communities of researchers have explored how the internal and external organisation of universities 

has changed over the last decades. Following patterns of change often recur in the literature: 

(private) entrepreneurship tends to displace classic (public) academic virtues, de-localised flexible 

networks seemingly come in place of geographically stable settings and information and 

communication technologies apparently are inaugurating a virtual academic reality (e.g. Clark, 1998; 

Enders & Jongbloed, 2007; Kwiek, 2009; Peters, 2006; Robins & Webster, 2002a; Slaughter & Leslie, 

1997). This paper is a first point of departure for a line of research that is followed by some 

researchers of the Laboratory for Education and Society (Leuven, Belgium), and more particularly for 

the research of the first author of this paper. The general research interest of his research project is 

to investigate how the daily practices of academics take shape in relation to the entrepreneurial, 

virtual, network university. The main interest of this paper, then, is to develop a methodological 

design that will guide the first author in this investigation. More particularly, the design to be 

deployed in the following pages should enable the researcher to investigate from an empirical angle 

the concrete role and position of ‘the academic’ within the so-called ‘virtual, entrepreneurial, 

network university’ (from now on ‘VEN-university’). 

This contribution builds on a socio-technical approach that offers, in line with actor-network theory 

(ANT), the opportunity to investigate changes in academic life from a particular perspective that 

seems to be obvious for the field of education, but whose use is only beginning (Usher & Edwards, 

2007). This implies furthermore that the focus will be on ANT as a method for tracing associations 

and interactions (as in for instance Callon, 1986; Latour, 1999a; 2005), not on possible 

(cosmo/eco)political implications this may have for fields of amongst others philosophy and political 

theory (e.g. Bennett, 2010; Latour, 2002; 1999/2004). The general purpose of this paper, then, is 

twofold: first of all, exploring the literature that enables to investigate to what extent and how VEN-

universities actually manifest themselves (or, as we will see in the pages to follow, are being 

assembled) in the concrete daily practice of academics; secondly elucidating some methodological 

guidelines and possible conceptual pitfalls that go together with taking a socio-technical approach 

both as point of departure and as point of interest. 

In what follows, we will by means of further introduction briefly elaborate on the believed to be vast 

processes of change that universities are witnessing today. This will lead us to the double 

observation that these processes are of a rather complex nature, and remarkable sparsely 
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investigated from the angle of academic practices themselves. In the following section of this paper, 

we will analyse some significant ANT-guidelines and concretize those by developing a methodological 

design that enables the researcher to conduct socio-technical analyses. More particularly, by 

elaborating on the three terms of ANT (actor, network, theory), we will show how a research 

methodology can take concrete shape in an educational setting. In the next section, we will deploy 

what we think to be fruitful observation lenses for the investigation of concrete academic life in all its 

multifarious facets. Those observation lenses will result in a heuristic methodological design that lays 

the foundation for concrete and hopefully fruitful empirical research. We will end with a conclusion 

in which we will reflect once more on this design, which as we will see necessarily remains rather 

premature and its particular usefulness (and pitfalls) for concrete research practices.  

  

Virtual, entrepreneurial, network universities and the academic today 

 

Over the last couple of years, common perception has arisen that universities are experiencing and 

facing important dramatic challenges. Under expectations from diverse (societal, economical, 

political, yes even academic) fields, European universities are expected to change, rationalize, and 

modernize their current internal as well as external structures and agendas. Contemporary 

universities, it is assumed, have to change in order to be able to tackle new challenges inherent for 

the times we live in (e.g. the transition to a knowledge-based economy and society). Changes have 

always been present in modern universities, but seem to have accelerated – and we are focusing 

here particularly on the European context - since the concrete implementation of the Bologna 

guidelines and concurrent European policy initiatives in view of creating a competitive knowledge 

based economy and society. These (and other) initiatives and the Bologna process seem to have 

inaugurated an open, calculable space of benchmarks and performance indicators where institutions 

have to improve on a competitive basis and which are gradually finding their way into policies 

surrounding universities (Decuypere, Simons, & Masschelein, Submitted; Haahr, 2004; Larner & 

LeHeron, 2004; Simons, 2007). The European Commission (2006a, p. 12) for instance, in asking 

universities to embrace a modernization agenda, urges for ‘coordination from all parties involved’, 

including universities: 

Universities, for their part, need to make strategic choices and conduct internal reforms to extend 
their funding base, enhance their areas of excellence and develop their competitive position; 
structured partnerships with the business community and other potential partners will be 
indispensable for these transformations.  

These transformations are, when taking account of the literature on universities, coupled with three 

movements towards different kinds of universities than traditionally acknowledged to be part of the 

European higher education landscape (on these traditional roles, see e.g. Zgaga, 2007; 2009): 

universities should gradually and to a more or lesser extent become more entrepreneurial, more 

networked, and more and more virtual. 

The university is deemed to become more entrepreneurial 

In the European Commission, one is convinced that part of the afore-mentioned modernization 

agenda needs to comprise a greater focus on entrepreneurship. Knowledge needs to be shared with 

the economy and society on a structural basis, graduate doctorate holders need to move away from 
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spending a whole career either in academic educational or industrial circles and becoming 

‘entrepreneurs’, universities need to achieve more of their potential (and hence need to be able to 

express this potential in output and academic competition) and need to be able to ‘build on their 

own strengths and differentiate their activities on the basis of these strengths’ (EC, 2006a, p. 4). 

Furthermore, the entrepreneurial stance, which comprises a.o. the belief that universities are a priori 

in need for some form of change and a view towards selling applications, for example having the 

networking and story-telling skills for doing this (Ball, 1995; Simons, Olssen, & Peters, 2009), has not 

only been envisioned by (trans)governmental organizations, but by a vast scala of researchers as well 

(e.g. Clark, 1998; Enders & Jongbloed, 2007; Slaugher & Leslie, 1997). This stance, it is argued, is to 

come in place of the university as a closed-bureaucratic organization with lesser focus on 

competition with other parties in the environment. As a broad conclusion one can state that the 

proclaimed entrepreneurial university is not to be fulfilled in vacuo, but also needs academics who 

conduct in an entrepreneurial way. In other words: not only the university, but the academic and the 

student as well need to behave more and more on an entrepreneurial basis (EC, 2006a,b; Etzkowitz, 

Webster, Gehardt, & Terra, 2000; Meyer, 2003). 

The university is deemed to become more networked 

Under the influence of processes as globalization and massification of the European higher 

educational are(n)a, more and more is one convinced that universities are gradually taking up a 

networked structure in which flexible bonds with other universities, other research centres, and 

other sectors of public life (economy, labor market, etc.) are of primary interest. Without forged 

bonds with other universities (on a national as well as on an international level) and broader socio-

economical sectors, it is assumed universities will soon lose ground compared with spin-offs, private 

research companies, and other universities who do make connections and interact with other players 

in the field. This is believed to be true on the same two levels as described in the paragraph above: 

universities as institutions need to become more networked, but this equally applies for individual 

academics, who shape (and give shape to) the university as an institution: 

No matter their *i.e., the universities’, authors] resource base, no matter their mission, they are most 
likely to succeed in the Information Age as network organisations. With the end of exclusivity in the 
generation and distribution of knowledge, universities will need to become information networkers – 
collaborating with other centres of learning in the development of new theories and practices. 
(Latham, 2001, p. 14, our emphasis) 

With the sociologist Manuel Castells as an oft-cited source of inspiration, it is believed that ‘network 

structures penetrate the total social structure, including universities’ (De Wit, 2007, p. 129 – our 

translation). Concretely, a network university can be characterized by close relations and intensive 

interactions with external organizations and other universities, a growing transdisciplinarity within 

the university itself, and a horizontal cooperation (ibid., 122-134). This network organization stands 

in sharp contrast with the previous structuration of universities as hierarchical-bureaucratic 

organizations (Clark, 1998). The European Commission (2006a), by stating here above that 

universities need to make structured partnerships with the business community and other potential 

partners, is largely taking the same stance: universities have to become networked entities.  

The university is deemed to become more virtual 

A last commonly mentioned trend for the direction universities are expected (and according to some, 

ought) to take now as well as in the future, is an augmenting of the virtual character of universities: 
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universities will be less and less determined by their physical localization, and will be more and more 

formed by means of virtual interactions of all kinds . This trend is, of course, closely linked to the 

educational trend of providing instruction via virtual learning environments. Ever since the early 

1990s, virtual learning environments were adopted as a means for (amongst others) cutting costs 

and providing more individualized instruction (Brown, 1998). Recent trends in web development 

(Web 2.0) and the corresponding greater possibilities for users/learners to create their own content, 

are currently gaining interest of educationalists. Social networking sites (e.g. Facebook, MySpace) 

are, because of their massive adoption by college students, believed to be great opportunities for 

providing alternative, virtual, instruction (but not always greatly appreciated – Decuypere & Bruneel, 

Submitted). However, not only the provision of education is expected to become more virtual. 

Collaboration with colleagues, doing research on a competitive basis, service provision for broader 

society: all are assumed to become more and more virtual. Or, in other words, the entrepreneurial 

network university is believed to partly take shape by means of a virtualization of universities, made 

possible by recent ICT-developments (nobody needs an introduction to Google, we assume) who 

facilitate entrepreneurialism and networking (Etzkowitz et al., 2000; Newman & Johnson, 1999; 

Robins & Webster, 2002a). 

A way to trace those (r)evolutions 

This synopsis makes clear that the current discourse on universities amply focuses on utterly complex 

evolutions that have already started or that about to come: contemporary universities are/ought to 

be undertaking a direction towards entrepreneurship and networking, mutually combined and made 

possible by means of an increasing virtualization. The problem here, however, is that those 

tendencies tend to be limited to the field of policy (e.g. the European Commission) and scientific 

macro-sociological (e.g. Clark, Castells) discourse: all consequences discussed here are expected to 

happen and/or believed to be happening (to universities and academics). Concrete empirical 

investigations of these proclaimed evolutions remain pretty scarce though (exceptions 

notwithstanding, e.g. De Wit, 2007; Newman & Johnson, 1999; Robins & Webster, 2002a): 

The first [issue] concerns the importance of distinguishing between futurological predictions about the 
‘virtual university’, on the one hand, and the more complex situation of what is actually happening in 
higher education, on the other. We need, that is to say, to separate the myths and the ideologies that 
are proliferating about the ‘university of the future’ from changing realities and practices in actual 
universities now, in the present. (Robins & Webster, 2002b, p. 3) 

Thus, what seems to be happening nowadays is a contradiction and tension between what should be 

happening on the one hand and what is actually happening on the other. There is, in other words, an 

urgent need for empirical research on this topic. Hence, the general research question of this 

research project can be formulated as follows: how do the daily practices of academics actually 

articulate processes towards and take shape in relation to the virtual, entrepreneurial, network 

university? In the remainder of this paper, we will elaborate on the particular methodological design 

that will be adopted in order to answer these questions in the years to come. More particularly, we 

will try to put things upside down: instead of taking a general context or framework as a means of 

clarification of local practices (e.g. Castells; Clark; De Wit) or instead of taking a normative stance 

against how universities ought to look like nowadays (e.g. European Commission), we seek to 

describe what it is to be an academic today. Therefore, we will depart from one particular dimension 

of being an academic today, namely computer usage. The focus on one particular dimension of 

academic practice is inspired by a socio-technical approach which suggests that in order to 
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disentangle the formation of a particular practice, one not only has to recognize the social dimension 

of this practice (how humans constitute the practice), but the techn(olog)ical aspects of this practice 

(how technical aspects as computer usage co-constitute this practice) as well (Murdoch, 2001). As a 

general purpose, then, we will try to trace if (and how) both dimensions can tell us something about 

the inauguration of entrepreneurship, network-formation and virtualisation in universities today. 

 

A socio-technical approach towards VEN-characteristics 

 

As was partially made clear above, the role of technology in these sketched developments can hardly 

be underestimated: technology, and more particularly information and communication technology 

(ICT), is a potential if not factual (co-)constructer of VEN-universities (Cornford, 2000). The socio-

technical approach we will advocate here, departs partly from this prevalence of ICT in current 

academic practices. However, it regards this prevalence not from a futurological perspective that 

stresses the benefits of a greater implementation of VEN, neither from some sociological perspective 

that seeks to elaborate the consequences such prevalence entails. The perspective we adopt here 

takes as point of departure the thesis that if we want to state something at all about VEN-formation, 

we first have to look at concrete practices in the making. Only afterwards we can say something 

about this formation, that is, as a process that is taking place and being formed – not as means of 

clarification or as propagated evolution. 

The taking into account of techn(olog)ical elements however does not imply that we have to (or even 

can) abandon the social aspect of academic practice altogether. In other words, despite the 

significant role of technology, it is important to acknowledge that this does not mean we can use this 

technology as an all-constituting, all-explaining factor: 

The second issue concerns the problem of the narrow and restrictive technological bias that 
distinguishes most accounts of the ‘virtual university’. The basic assumption is that the ‘virtual 
university’ is the outcome and consequence of a new technological revolution, and that we may start 
and end our discussion of contemporary transformations in higher education with the question of new 
digital or virtual technologies. A principal aim (…) is to counter the futurological and technological 
biases in the debate on the meaning and significance of the ‘virtual university’. (Robins & Webster, 
2002b, p. 3) 

Thus, in our investigation of academic practice, it is important to abandon neither the technological 

dimension, nor the human/social dimension that is inherently intermingled with this use of 

technology. In order to adhere to these two dimensions, we will in what follows make use of a 

particular socio-technical approach that is more commonly known as actor-network theory (ANT). 

First of all, we will introduce this approach  advocated here, in order to stay closely attached to the 

guiding aspects of this particular ANT-approach – an approach that seems to be obvious for the field 

of (technology in) education, but whose use is only beginning (Usher & Edwards, 2007). In other 

words, let us start with the proverbial setting of the stage. The setting of the stage is of particular 

importance for the methodology advocated: ANT has to be conceived more as a method than as a 

theory, and each part of the concept (i.e., actor, network, theory) refers to particular methodological 

conceptions. After this setting we will try to specify how we envisage the conduct of research true to 

this approach, that is, how we will deploy the actors on the stage, in order to be able to move 

forward to the last part of the research process: the putting down of a written account, that is, the 

re-presenting or the performing the stage. 
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Setting the stage 

Let us be ambitious here – with risk of being shot down by more vigorous researchers who try to 

keep concepts the monolithic blocs they are: as acknowledged even by the founders of ANT, the 

notion has ever since originating dealt with a lot of conceptual pitfalls and ditto unclearness (Latour, 

1999a), even to such an extent that different suggestions (which of course does not imply different 

conceptualizations) for the core concepts have been proposed: actant instead of actor (Latour, 2005), 

attachment instead of network (Latour, 1999b), method instead of theory (Latour, 1999a; 2005), and 

so on. Consequentially, ANT has been surrounded by conceptual cloudiness ever since the start 

(McLean & Hassard, 2004). This unclearness even got worse in the course of time, and particularly 

concerning the “network”-notion, since the advent of the internet and the world wide web: the 

network notions that are being used in order to “metaphorize” current developments concerning the 

internet do not at all mean what the “N” of “ANT” originally was supposed to mean  (Latour, 2005). 

Ever since, multifarious attempts have been made in order to bring conceptual clearness to the fore 

(e.g. Latour’s glossaries in Pandora’s Hope and Politics of Nature; Harman, 2009; Law, 1992). 

However, those attempts never seem to really have succeeded in lowering the barriers: ANT remains 

a very inaccessible “theory” – though, as we will see in a minute, this word is rather badly chosen – 

which leads to a lot of often made misunderstandings (Latour, 1999a; McLean & Hassard, 2004). In 

the light of ANT’s premise of not wanting to claim any expert position whatsoever and in not wanting 

to be the highly competent scholar who can browbeat the layman with bare matters of fact (Callon, 

Lascoumes, & Barthe, 1999/2009; Latour, 1999/2004), these observations seem to become even 

more problematic. In order to enlarge the accessibility and clearness of the concepts to be adopted 

in the observation lenses we will deploy soon, and, as we will see, in order to be more easily able to 

stay true to the methodological guidelines advocated, we will exemplify (modestly though ambitious) 

ANT here by recalling (Latour, 1999a) it as an Agent-Assembling Approach. This approach allows for 

the treatment of VEN not as an explanatory means for particular evolutions in current universities, 

but rather as that what is in need of investigation itself. Processes of VEN-formation, then, are not 

regarded here as ‘driving forces’ behind recent changes (or changes to come), but as processes that 

are formed and assembled by means of particular socio-technical devices – in our case, we take the 

computer as one particular instance of such a device. In other words, we do not want to contend 

that VEN exerts particular influences. Rather on the contrary, we precisely want to examine how 

VEN-formation takes shape concretely in particular situations (cf. Muniesa, Millo, & Callon, 2007). 

 

1) Actor, or agent(s) 

One of the basic premises of ANT is that in studying a particular state of affairs (be it traditionally 

conceived as a scientific, technological, or social situation), one will always find ‘objects’ and 

‘subjects’ that act, that is, that perform a certain action. Since ANT rejects a dualist bifurcation in 

which subjects are endowed with activity and creativity on the one hand and objects with passivity 

and rigidness on the other, the possibility of considering objects as non-humans that are also able to 

act emerges (Latour, 1991/1993; Law, 2004). This implies that literally anything can be an actor: ‘any 

thing that does modify a state of affairs by making a difference is an actor’ (Latour, 2005, p. 71). 

Methodologically, this has been put to words with the notion of generalized symmetry: the use of a 

single repertoire by the researcher, in which s/he does not make any a priori distinction between 

nature and society, between objects and subjects, between the social and the technical, etc. (Callon, 

1986). The notion of actor as ‘anything doing something’, as ‘any source of action’ however seems to 
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have been misinterpreted often because of its traditional Anglo-Saxon conception as human, 

intentional and individual (Latour, 1996). In order to stress the agency of actors and in an attempt to 

stress even more the inclusion of non-humans, the notion of actant was introduced (Latour, 1999c). 

But why keeping up with concepts that keep on confusing? If agency is the determining factor for 

being called an actor, why not stick to the word agent? Here as well, and probably in particular by 

scholars who have been trained in the social sciences (Venturini, In Press) the word may be connoted 

with human action, but this term at least has the advantage to have clearer etymological roots: 

whereas ‘actor’ is derived from the Latin ‘actus’ (a passive form), ‘agent’ is a direct derivation of the 

Latin ‘agere’, which has an abundance of meanings, all pointing to the active performance of an 

action: doing, acting, making, accomplishing, managing, achieving, etc. Maybe especially in the field 

of education, we have the feeling that ‘agent’ will be understood better than the all too familiar and 

human-centered notion ‘actor’. 

2) Network, or assembling 

The second term of ‘ANT’ has always been understood worst. Since the advent of the world wide 

web, and recently, with the advent of social networking sites, networks tend to be perceived as 

linkages between entities. The more linkages one has, the stronger and the more central the position 

in the network. In other words, the network is perceived to be consisting of linkages of a social kind. 

The function of the concept ‘network’, then, became either a means and a form for mapping some 

social structure, a structure that can be unveiled by glancing at it trough a couple of “network 

glasses” or a metaphorical device for describing and characterizing contemporary ways of living 

(Knox, Savage, & Harvey, 2006). The problem with both approaches is that the term soon acts as a 

kind of prescription or blueprint of how we have to look at the structure of social life: 

People find it [the network notion, authors] useful to the extent to which it can challenge the received 
understanding of the spatial and relational dimensions of social life but, as soon as the network itself 
becomes a blueprint for spatial relations, that is, as soon as it stops challenging and starts prescribing, 
then the productive capacity of the network is diminished. (Ibid., p. 134) 

This prescription unavoidably stabilizes states of affairs, and loses all interactions which were once 

there: 

[W]e have come to realize that networks are not neutral tools for describing social life, but rather 
entail a particular politics in their description of social life as fluid and contingent. In fact, (…) networks 
are usually anything but fluid and open, for, as soon as they purport to describe, like any description 
they fix. (…) Unlike other objects that find themselves more clearly demarcated as either qualitative or 
quantitative categories, the network produces a discursive gap, precisely through its ability to collapse 
both the sign and the signifier into itself. Graphs, charts, and diagrams of statistical origin make no 
claims for having another dimension – the world is not a graph; sociological categories like power, 
class, community, gender are not representable on paper in a form that mirrors so closely their 
manifestation in practice. But the network holds the potential to be simultaneously referent and 
representation in a way that is both dangerous and productive. (Ibid., p. 135) 

The challenge for using the concept “network” thus is to be at once descriptive without being 

prescriptive. Furthermore, it is of importance not to intermingle the potential roles the concept can 

fulfill. The use of network as a method, as is done in ANT, seems to overcome these problems. Latour 

(2005, 128-133), acknowledging the intermingled use of the different meanings of the word 

‘network’ in different scientific traditions and the resulting confusion of people who try to fathom 

ANT, proposes substituting the word with new words as ‘work net’ and ‘action net’, in order to 

designate flows of translations that happen between different actors (or agents, as we will call them 
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from now on). ANT conceives networks as tools for deploying actors of various kinds and treating 

them as ‘full-blown’ agents, that is, without having to force upon them additional social structures 

and forces. A network is thus not a metaphor, for it ‘is a tool to help describe something, not what is 

being described’ (p. 131). Accordingly, ‘a network is not what is represented in the text, but what 

readies the text to take the relay of actions as mediators’ (ibid.). Neither is it a form: the mapping in 

terms of ‘star-like embranchments out of which lines leave to connect other points that have nothing 

but new connections’ (p. 133) is too rigid and imposes too heavily some social structure onto reality: 

such mapping does not capture movements and is visually poor. Thus, the network notion of ANT is a 

method for being aware that each agent taken into account has to be re-presented as an agent, not 

as some thing or some one that makes no difference at all. ‘If the agent makes no difference, it is not 

an agent, so leave it out’, is indeed a guiding principle of ANT-methodology. The notion network is 

thus a method that points to acting and the realization that situations are only worth investigating if 

they are in the making, hence ANT’s predilection for studying controversies. It is a method that helps 

us realize that the task of the researcher is to deploy various agents and to see them as constituted 

by the actions they undertake: 

[ANT] insists that social agents are never located in bodies and bodies alone, but rather that an actor is 
a patterned network of heterogeneous relations, or an effect produced by such a network. (…) Hence 
the term, actor-network – an actor is also, always, a network. (Law, 1992, p. 4) 

These guidelines will surely be of good use when deploying later in this paper a couple of observation 

lenses that will have to stay true to this network method. The notion ‘network’  as elaborated here 

indeed suggests something totally different than the traditional conceptions of the word. Neither 

being form nor metaphor, it points to the deployment of assemblages that co-constitute the 

particular agents at play. This distributive agency of agentic assemblages (Bennett, 2010), and the 

guideline that it is the active task of the researcher to trace the assemblages, makes we maybe 

better speak of ‘assembling’ instead of ‘network’: it points more to the particular actions the 

researcher has to undertake and it makes, according to us, more clear that it is about a particular 

method to follow rather than a metaphor or a form to retrace. In other words, when using the 

network-tool, we are capable of reassembling ‘the traces left behind by some moving agent’ (Latour, 

2005: 132); by means of the network-method, we can treat agents as active entities – also in the 

texts we write – and hence reassembling the social, this time not consisting of universal laws that 

impose onto passive subjects what and how they will act, but consisting of active agents that are able 

to associate, perform, and assemble. The term “actor-network” is hence transmuted into “agent-

assembling”. 

3) Theory, or approach 

The previous paragraphs and the elaboration of the ‘AN’ of ‘ANT’ make this paragraph almost 

redundant: based on the previous sections, it should be clear now that ANT is not at all a theory. In 

fact, ANT is theoretically empty: all it does is providing the interesting reader a method for avoiding 

traditional dichotomies between for example subject and object and for the tracing of associations. 

ANT namely refuses imposing pre-established grids of analysis on actors; all it advises is to follow the 

actors, to such an extent that one begins to obtain a notion of how these ‘define and associate the 

different elements by which they build and explain their world, whether it be social or natural’ (Callon, 

1986, p. 201). In other words, ANT refuses to make statements about what the world or its inhabiting 

agents are really made of, nor does it want to explain anything: 
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Far from being a theory of the social or even worse an explanation of what makes society exert 
pressure on actors, it always was, and this from its very inception (…), a very crude method to learn 
from the actors without imposing them an a priori definition of their world-building capacities. (Latour, 
1999a, p. 20, our emphasis) 

Far from being a theory, ANT seems to be more an approach that is a combination of a couple of 

guidelines (e.g. generalized symmetry) and a particular method (as exemplified in the “network”-

notion) – see e.g. Latour (1999a). In calling it an approach, we avoid pitfalls that go together with the 

use of the word “theory”: “approach” does in no way suggest that we are wanting to explain the 

world through the eyes of a pre-established framework. What then, does the word do suggest? By 

terming ANT as an approach we do not intend to trivialize ANT as one approach amongst many, nor 

do we intend to give it the connotation that ‘anything goes’. No, by terming it an approach we want 

to point precisely to the learning from the actors (or agents): it is not our intention to learn the actors 

something about the natural or social world, for instance. Rather on the contrary: we want the 

agents to learn us how they assemble academic practices, and what this tells us about VEN-

formation. In other words, drawing on an “agent-assembling” approach demands a particular 

attitude of the researcher: we will need to deploy carefully agents of various kinds, to be attentive to 

how those agents shape and are being shaped by the controversies they meet, to write an account 

that does justice to the ‘messy’ character of particular realities, etc. (Latour, 2005; Law, 2004). 

Latour, (2004b: 246), calling an assembly a ‘thing’, states that the way to do this is to engage in ‘a 

multifarious inquiry launched with the tools of anthropology, philosophy, metaphysics, history, 

sociology, to detect how many participants are gathered in a thing to make it exist and to maintain its 

existence’. This enquiry, which he calls a critical stance, is conducted by means of a ‘stubbornly realist 

attitude’, an attitude staying close to a reality that needs not to be unveiled: ‘the critic is not the one 

who debunks, but the one who assembles, (…) the one who offers participants arenas in which to 

gather’ (Ibid., 231; 246). Our role, then, is ‘to follow the actor-networks as they stretch through space 

and time’ (Murdoch, 1997: 334). The stakes of the investigation are, then, to describe and re-

assemble the social in such a way that it is able to deploy all agents involved, instead of imposing 

them some a priori structures or concepts (as is often the point of departure in investigations of VEN, 

see above). Stated otherwise: if we hasten ourselves, if we are not attentive to what is at stake, if we 

impose whatsoever (structures, intentions, psychological processes, etc.) on the agents we observe, 

our project will fail. What we do need to do is both a matter of deployment and a matter of 

performance; performing in the sense of writing an account that assembles agents in such a way that 

they can be collected together (hence the ‘network’ notion). These stakes are dealt with in the next 

paragraph. To sum things up first, however, in this section we introduced the socio-technical 

approach we are going to advocate in the remainder of this paper and that we will use in the 

deployment of observation lenses (next paragraph) that will guide the researcher in his investigation 

of the daily life of academics. Instead of ANT, we will talk now of an Agent-Assembling Approach 

(AAA). This surely does not sound as good as ANT, but at least it has according to us the potential 

advantage (which still remains to be seen, of course) not to be prone to conceptual 

misunderstandings of all sorts.  

Deploying the stage 

After floating and wallowing some time in these considerations, time has come now to return to 

reality and translate these methodological assumptions in concrete, tangible observation lenses. (At 

last! At last! We hear most educationalists say.) How will we perform this research? It seems that 
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from the outset of this paper, no much progression has been made: no particular methodology to be 

adopted, no sign of a qualitative versus a quantitative approach to be adopted, no hints towards 

which instruments to use, only some guidelines advised to follow. And yet, we are now far more able 

to deploy all the tools we need than we were in the beginning. Indeed: everything we need for an 

analysis true to AAA is now in place. The practical implications of the approach, how to conduct AAA-

research oneself, seem both very natural and very concrete now (maybe abundant to say, but we 

know our onions by grace of and are tributary to the authors mentioned above): 

- Forget about theories 

Do not start your investigation with one single theory in mind. Better: do not start your 

investigation with a theory in mind. Instead, investigate with a ‘stubbornly realist attitude’ and 

stay close to the facts. This requires rigorousness and a particular gaze towards the to-be-studied 

reality (see above). 

- Plunge in in the middle 

Possible evolutions towards VEN-universities can only be studied by means of investigating what 

is concretely going on right now. AAA is of little use in investigating a process that was once hot 

and sweltering but has turned lukewarm or ice cold by now; AAA is optimally used when studying 

actual controversies, controversies in the making, in medias res.  

- Multiply the points of observation 

Since pure objectivity can never be achieved and every observation has its particular drawbacks, 

it is of the utmost importance to have a multifariousness of observation points. There is no other 

way to capture the assembling processes that constitute an agent and agents in the process of 

assembling. Use all perspectives and approaches you need; be a methodological chameleon. 

Documents, texts, notes, pictures, films, questionnaires: all are valid tools if they assist in the 

account you will produce. As a particular result, please do drown in reports, transcripts, tables, 

numbers, whatever your data are – but never lose track of the account you finally wish to 

produce. 

- Do not reduce; irreduce 

Abstain from the tendency to reduce your observations to humans alone, to structures alone, to 

interactions alone, etc.  

- Accurate description is of the utmost importance 

The total endeavor of being able to assemble agents depends on the accuracy of the description 

you finally, at the end of the process, make in the form of a written account. This account is the 

laboratory of the social scientist; the place (or the opportunity) where s/he can experiment with 

the deployment of various agents of all kinds . 

- Abstain from explanations for what you described (no, AAA does not explain a single thing!) 

If your written account contains explanations, delete them. Listen to and observe the actors 

instead. The only theoretical explanations allowed, are those the agents themselves make. 

Consequentially, concepts are only permitted if they are used in a descriptive way. Abstain 

therefore equally from using concepts as explanations for the situation at hand. 

These implications have some profound consequences for the design of the methodology of the 

project. Whereas other researchers can settle every detail of the methodological setting in advance, 

this is a lot harder for the AAA-researcher, for this depends on the particularity of the situation in 

which s/he will end up. These particularities may require an additional instrument, an additional 

method, and so on.  This is the reason we do not speak anymore of one particular methodology here, 
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but of observation lenses, which are more pliable than one rigid methodology. Yet, there are some 

starting points that are worth taking a look at. In order to start in medias res, we will plunge in the 

controversy of VEN-formation by taking the computer usage of academics as focus of investigation. 

(This is in a way arbitrary, since we could take another focus – or rather, starting point in medias res – 

as well. Computer usage, though, is an appropriate example of a particular practice that is a merger 

of “social” as well as of “technical” elements.) Furthermore, in order to disentangle academic 

practices, it is important to delineate local cases that enact particular dimensions of human 

(academic X in university Y) and non-human (e.g., technology use of academic X in university Y) 

agents. Tentatively, we can put forward following dimensions (Fig. 1): 

[INSERT FIGURE 1 ABOUT HERE] 

In Figure 1 is what is traditionally conceived as the methodological design depicted. Of course, this 

figure is rather tentatively as the particularities of the situation to investigate may require some 

more components to research or some other method to adopt. This is exemplified in the figure by 

means of “…” in the empty ovals at the bottom, which can at any time be put into play. In the figure, 

we see an academic practice as central point of interest. This practice shapes, and is being shaped by, 

the computer usage of academics (as depicted by the two turquoise arrow). The interplay of this 

computer usage and academic practice can be investigated by means of participatory observation 

and document analysis. Secondly, the turquoise circles display possible elements of the concrete 

practice and computer usage to observe (not exhaustively). The figure contains two of these: 

‘activity’ and ‘design’. In studying the assembling processes that are coupled with computer usage of 

academics, one could study those elements by means of observation lenses (orange drawings): 

- Lens 1 – Features of the computer device: which devices (Laptop? Desktop? Smartphone? 

Printer? Modem? Tablet Pc? Netbook? Etc.), and what functions of the device (Word-processing 

software? E-mail programs? Browser? Presentation software? Etc.) are used by an academic? 

This coincides with the traditional distinction hardware – software (grey circles). 

The investigation of this site is one particular observation lens. Possible methods to observe are 

the collecting of software logs and the use of screen capturing software. 

- Lens 2 – Activity: what is the content of the activity the academic is performing (what, e.g. 

writing publications, analyzing data); what is the mode (what kind, e.g. communication, agenda); 

what is the place (where, e.g. office, on the go, at home); what is the time (when, e.g. in daytime, 

after official working hours); what are the addressees like (who, e.g. self, students, colleagues) 

are all questions that concern the purpose of use of the computer usage at a particular moment. 

A possible method to investigate this is the use of a portable usability lab that registers 

information of this kind (for an example see http://soc.kuleuven.be/com/mediac/cuo/labs.htm). 

 

These lenses are potential ways to observe how computer usage is taking place in practice. The 

requirement of the most accurate descriptions possible furthermore needs to be mentioned here. It 

could be the case that the lenses we described here contain no agents at all: it could be that 

concerning the addressees of an activity, for instance, there are no agents to be found here (e.g. a 

shift between two addressees makes no difference at all in the acting pattern of software, hardware 

or academic). If this is the case, the description that was effectuated is obsolete, since it does not 

trace any agent. A site with no agent at all, is a site which is badly chosen and which needs 
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consequentially not to be described. Hence why those (purple) arrows are dotted: the description is 

not sure before the process of observing has ended.  If the observations seem to point to some 

agents and their assembling processes, it is time to shift to the process of describing what you just 

have seen – the last phase of the research process, which is the writing of a written account (a 

report, a book, an article; green arrows in the upper side of the figure). (The decision of when to end 

the process is, however, not at all easily made and is an issue that ANT does not seems to answer 

adequately – McLean & Hassard, 2004). This account allows on its turn some allegations about the 

extent to which VEN-characteristics are actually noticeable in the concrete practices of academics 

(red arrows). Let us in the next paragraph rephrase what is at stake in writing this account. 

Re-presenting or performing the stage 

In this last part of the research process, the challenge is to write a good text. This is, according to 

AAA, more easily said than done. Remember: we have to abstain from every theoretical explanation 

whatsoever. What has to be done here, is totally dependent on how well we deployed the actors in 

the previous phase of the research project: 

Either the networks that make possible a state of affairs are fully deployed – and then adding an 
explanation will be superfluous – or we ‘add an explanation’ stating that some other actor or factor 
should be taken into account, so that it is the description that should be extended one step further. If a 
description remains in need of an explanation, it means that it is a bad description. (Latour, 2005, p. 
137) 

In other words, the task at hand in writing a written account (the green arrow in Figure 1) is to 

perform the social: to give it literally a form; to re-assemble the agents in question so that they are 

seen as active, a pattern of heterogeneous relations, not as determined by some over-arching cause; 

to show how the social and the natural world take progressively form (ibid.; Callon, 1986; Law, 1992). 

As a general consequence of the AAA-method, the design of a methodology will only be totally visible 

and transparent when the fieldwork is actually ongoing. This made it indeed impossible to pin down 

here exactly how we will conduct the enquiry. Therefore, a pilot study (in which we will explore this 

methodological design in one university, with a limited number of academics as ‘concrete cases’) will 

be conducted with as sole purpose the testing of what we displayed in Figure 1. Is this extensive 

enough? Are there other aspects that require consideration? Are there particular methods which are 

not adequate for the analysis of the site in question? This pilot study too will not give the answer to 

whether or not the design will be fit for the concrete particularities of the main research – but at 

least, it should give an idea and hopefully this will lead to a first concrete multidimensional picture of 

academic life and possible VEN-formation.   

 

Some concluding remarks (and potential pitfalls)… 

This paper departed from the observation that universities are about (or are at least deemed) to 

change. The advent of technological (r)evolutions offers universities the opportunity, or according to 

some the obligation, to transform themselves. Both the organization of the university (bureaucratic-

hierarchical) and its openness towards the environment (traditionally rather closed) are expected to 

change. This would transform the university in a virtual, entrepreneurial and networked undertaking. 

However, not much research has been conducted that investigates the concrete extent and range of 
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these transformations. Hence, in this paper we proposed a methodological design based on a socio-

technological approach and more particularly on actor-network theory that allows for investigating 

these proclaimed if not actual (r)evolutions in practice. In other words, the methodological guidelines 

(or, maybe more correct, propositions) in this paper allow for investigating if and how a process as 

virtualisation is already noticeable in university (that is, the virtual in the university), and to what 

extent the university is already present into the digital world (that is, the university in the virtual) 

(this equally applies for the other two characteristics of ‘VEN’). The guiding principle of the design 

proposed here, is the abstention of a theoretical framework and theoretical explanations on the one 

hand, and a consequential attentiveness on behalf of the researcher for concrete particularities on 

the other.  

This approach raises some critical remarks, though. There are, for instance, some practical remarks 

to make: ANT – or our translation of the concept into AAA – does not give any guidelines on when to 

stop observations and analyses. Furthermore, and closely linked to the previous remark, it does not 

give any clue about when to stop with adding agents to the process – an issue of quite great 

importance, since the space to describe all results is not infinite, of course (e.g. McLean & Hassard, 

2004; Miller, 1996). A last practical problem is the recruiting of participants: the question whether or 

not one can find academics who are fond of sharing all their computer usage with a researcher is a 

very legitimate one indeed. Besides practical remarks, there are also some critical remarks on the 

level of ‘the theory’ of ANT to make: how to do justice to the maxim of a same ontological footing of 

subjects and objects? This principle of ‘generalized symmetry’, as it is now (in)famously called, seems 

to be prone to a lot of bias and practical impossibilities – even amongst the most severe advocators 

of ANT. There indeed seems to be an almost unavoidable tendency towards human exemptionalism: 

the giving of priority to human agents some way or the other (Bloomfield & Vurdubakis, 1999; 

Murdoch, 2001). These, and other related, problems will be addressed and hopefully dealt with after 

the conduct of a first pilot study. 
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Figure 1. Methodological design. (PO: Participatory Observation; DA: Document Analysis) 


