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Abstract 
 

User experience research has recently been characterized in two camps, model-based and design- 

based, with contrasting approaches to measurement and evaluation. This paper argues that the two 

positions can be constructed in terms of Deleuze & Guattaƌi͛s ͞ƌoǇal sĐieŶĐe͟ aŶd ͞ŵiŶoƌ sĐieŶĐe͟. It 

is aƌgued that the ͞ƌeiŶǀeŶtioŶ͟ of cultural probes is an example of a minor scientific methodology 

reconceptualised as a roǇal sĐieŶtifiĐ ͞teĐhŶologǇ͟. The distinction between royal and minor science 

provides insights into the nature of legitimacy within contemporary HCI research practice. 
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Introduction 
 

Over the last decade the focus of study in the field of Human Computer Interaction (HCI) has shifted 

from usability to user experience [e.g. 16, 2]. Effie Law [16] recently divided user experience 

ƌeseaƌĐh ;UXͿ iŶto ͞ƌoughlǇ͟ tǁo ĐatĐhŵeŶts, ͞ŵodel-based UX ƌeseaƌĐh[eƌs]͟ aŶd the ͞desigŶ-

based UX research Đaŵp͟ ;p. ϰͿ. The foƌŵeƌ utilise iŶtelleĐtual ŵethods deƌiǀed fƌoŵ usaďilitǇ 
practitioners when interpreting qualitative human data for measurement [16]. The latter (who Law 

also teƌŵs the ͞holistiĐ Đaŵp͟Ϳ ͞defǇ the ŵeasuƌaďilitǇ of UX͟ ;p. ϭͿ. ‘eseaƌĐheƌs assoĐiated ǁith the 
foƌŵeƌ gƌoup ͞iŶĐlude HasseŶzahl, Mahlke, “utĐliffe, TƌaĐtiŶskǇ, aŶd ǀaŶ “Đhaik͟; pƌaĐtitioŶeƌs 
gƌouped ǁith the latteƌ ͞iŶĐlude [the seĐoŶd authoƌ], CoĐktoŶ, Foƌlizzi, Gaǀeƌ, MĐCaƌthǇ, Monk and 

Wƌight͟ ;p. ϭͿ. Laǁ, aloŶg ǁith the ŵajoƌitǇ of UX ƌeseaƌĐheƌs, ďeloŶgs to the ŵodel-based camp 

[16]. 

 

This paper argues that the model-based and design-based groups can be constructed as being 

analogous to the philosopher Gilles Deleuze and the psǇĐhotheƌapist aŶd seŵiotiĐiaŶ Feliǆ Guattaƌi͛s 
[ϱ] ͞ŵiŶoƌ sĐieŶĐe͟ aŶd ͞ƌoǇal sĐieŶĐe͟ ƌespeĐtiǀelǇ. Theƌe folloǁs a ďƌief suŵŵaƌǇ of Deleuze & 
Guattaƌi͛s theoƌǇ. 
 

Royal and Minor Science 
 

Deleuze & Guattaƌi͛s [5] work covers a vast range of intellectual territory. Their difficult and 

provocative text ͞A ThousaŶd Plateaus͟ narrates the relationship between royal science and minor 

science. These sĐheŵas ĐaŶ ďe thought of as ͞ǁoƌldǀieǁs͟ presenting dichotomous readings of 

notions as diverse as space, time and matter. Consequently, problems concerning theory and 

pƌaĐtiĐe aƌe ͞brought out and resolved in an eŶtiƌelǇ diffeƌeŶt ǁaǇ͟ ;p. ϰϬϱͿ iŶ ďoth stƌuĐtuƌes. 
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‘oǇal sĐieŶĐe is the doŵiŶaŶt ŵodel aŶd is legitiŵised thƌough ďeiŶg ͞estaďlished ďǇ histoƌǇ͟ ;p. 
ϯϵϴͿ. Its eŶdeaǀouƌs aƌe fuŶĐtioŶs aŶd eǆpƌessioŶs of the ͞“tate͟; Deleuze & Guattaƌi thus also ƌefeƌ 
to it as ͞state sĐieŶĐe͟. ‘oǇal sĐieŶĐe ĐoŶtiŶuallǇ atteŵpts to oƌdeƌ aŶd hoŵogeŶise heteƌogeŶeous 
spaĐe aŶd eǆists to ͞eǆtƌaĐt […] ĐoŶstaŶts fƌoŵ ǀaƌiaďles͟ ;p. ϰϬϳͿ. It ŵeasuƌes eǀeƌǇthiŶg, ŵaƌkiŶg 
it ǁith iŶĐƌeŵeŶts deǀeloped thƌough utilisiŶg ŵaǆiŵs of its oǁŶ ĐƌeatioŶ. Deleuze & Guattaƌi͛s 
teƌŵ foƌ this pƌoĐess is ͞stƌiatioŶ͟, statiŶg ƌoǇal sĐieŶĐe ͞stƌiates all of spaĐe iŶ all of its diƌeĐtioŶs͟ 
(p. 408). Deleuze & Guattari propose two kinds of space in their writing, the striated, as opposed to 

smooth. 

 

Royal science homogenises matter to make it fit into specified theoretical models. Through this it 

ultimately aims to construct universal laws. In contrast, minor science retains the variation of 

ǀaƌiaďles aŶd thus heteƌogeŶeous spaĐe. It oĐĐupies aŶ eǆpaŶse ͞ǁithout ͚ĐouŶtiŶg͛ it͟ ;p. ϰϬϵͿ. 
Deleuze & Guattaƌi ĐhaƌaĐteƌise this spaĐe as ďeiŶg ͞sŵooth͟. UŶlike the pƌoĐesses of ƌoǇal sĐieŶĐe, 
its models do not reduce matter, and instead of attempting to create universal laws, minor science 

conveys its singularities. 

 

Deleuze & Guattaƌi desĐƌiďe ŵiŶoƌ sĐieŶĐe as ͞Ŷoŵad͟ oƌ ͞aŵďulaŶt͟ ďeĐause its pƌoĐesses deĐƌee 
the idiosyncratic flow of matter should ďe ͞folloǁed͟. “paĐe, foƌ the ŵiŶoƌ sĐieŶtist ͞ĐaŶ ďe 
explored only by legǁoƌk͟ ;p. ϰϬϵͿ. AŶ aƌtisaŶ ǁishiŶg to Đƌaft a ǁoodeŶ oďjeĐt ŵust ͞…go to fiŶd 
the ǁood ǁheƌe it lies, aŶd to fiŶd the ǁood ǁith the ƌight kiŶd of fiďeƌs͟ ;p. ϰϱϭͿ. This ͞puƌsuiŶg͟ 
continues when he is back in his workshop. He cannot plane across the grain of the timber; he must 

iŶstead ǁoƌk ǁith it. Thus, ƌatheƌ thaŶ foƌĐiŶg tiŵďeƌ to suďŵit to ŵodels of his disĐipliŶe͛s ĐƌeatioŶ, 
the aƌtisaŶ ŵust ͞…folloǁ the ǁood, fiďeƌs of the ǁood͟ ;p. ϰϱϭͿ. 
 

‘oǇal sĐieŶĐe peƌsisteŶtlǇ iŵposes itself oŶ the pƌoĐesses of ŵiŶoƌ sĐieŶĐe, ͞suďŵit[tiŶg] theŵ to its 

oǁŶ ŵodel, aŶd alloǁ[iŶg] theŵ to eǆist oŶlǇ iŶ the ĐapaĐitǇ of ͞teĐhŶologies͟ oƌ ͞applied sĐieŶĐes͟ 
(p. 411). However, Deleuze & Guattari claim factions of the ambulant sciences refuse to be 

internalised by royal science – this notion is significant to discussions related to legitimacy in 

contemporary HCI discourse and will be expanded upon later on in this paper. 

 

As well as artisans, miners are practitioners of minor science. Proponents of royal science include 

iŶdiǀiduals usuallǇ ideŶtified as ͞sĐieŶtists͟, suĐh as Đheŵists [ϱ]. Foƌ Deleuze & Guattaƌi, oďjeĐts 
under consideration (e.g. disciplines or methodologies) do not necessarily permanently belong to 

eitheƌ the ƌoǇal oƌ ŵiŶoƌ sĐieŶĐe ŵodel. As aŶ eǆaŵple, ͞ĐheŵistƌǇ͟ oŶĐe ĐoŶfoƌŵed to the ŵiŶoƌ 
science model and ([5], p. 408),  

 

͞ďeĐaŵe a ƌoǇal sĐieŶĐe oŶlǇ ďǇ ǀiƌtue of a ǁhole theoƌetiĐal elaďoƌatioŶ of the Ŷotion of 

ǁeight͟. 
 

The ĐoŶĐept of fluǆ ďetǁeeŶ Deleuze & Guattaƌi͛s sciences will become important when this 

discussion turns to notions of legitimacy in UX research. 

 

Thƌough spotlightiŶg the iŵpoƌtaŶt aƌeas of ͞ƌeduĐtioŶ͟, ͞ƌe-pƌioƌitisiŶg͟ aŶd ͞folloǁiŶg͟, the 
following sections argue (1) that the model-based UX research community can be constructed as 

practitioners of royal science and (2) that design-based UX researchers can be constructed as minor 

scientists. 

 

Design-Based UX Researchers as Minor Scientists 
 



IŶ the ϭϵϴϬs aŶd ϵϬs, the ŶotioŶ of ͞usaďilitǇ͟ gƌeǁ iŶ iŶflueŶĐe iŶ desigŶ ƌeseaƌĐh aŶd pƌaĐtiĐe [ϭϱ]. 
This ŵoǀeŵeŶt ǁas uŶdeƌpiŶŶed ďǇ a foĐus oŶ eŵpiƌiĐisŵ: foƌ NoƌŵaŶ [ϮϮ], usaďilitǇ ͞takes ƌoot iŶ 
the ĐogŶitiǀe sĐieŶĐes [...aŶd…] pƌides itself oŶ its sĐieŶtifiĐ ďasis aŶd eǆpeƌiŵeŶtal ƌigoƌ͟ ;p. ϯϴͿ. 
This stance is derived from evidence that measuring human data leads to successful interventions. 

Diǆ, FiŶlaǇ, Aďoǁd & Beale [ϲ], foƌ eǆaŵple, Ŷote that ͞the huŵaŶ eaƌ ĐaŶ heaƌ fƌeƋueŶĐies fƌoŵ 
about ϮϬ Hz to aďout ϭϱkHz͟ ;p. ϮϰͿ. Foƌ these authoƌs, a failuƌe to ĐoŶsideƌ huŵaŶ faĐtoƌs Đauses 
design failure. Accepting that differences exist in levels of cognition inside a population, Dix et al. 

ƌeĐoŵŵeŶd ĐategoƌisiŶg huŵaŶs, foƌ ͞the ŵajoƌitǇ of people͟ ;p. ϱϮͿ fall ǁithiŶ a ĐeƌtaiŶ ƌaŶge of 
observed values. 

 

As previously noted royal science measures and marks all space with increments. Through this 

pƌoĐess, Deleuze & Guattaƌi [ϱ] aƌgue it ͞eǆtƌaĐt[s] ĐoŶstaŶts fƌoŵ ǀaƌiaďles͟ ;p.ϰϬϳͿ. As also Ŷoted, 
these iŶĐƌeŵeŶts aƌe deǀeloped thƌough utilisiŶg ŵaǆiŵs of ƌoǇal sĐieŶĐe͛s ĐƌeatioŶ. Deleuze & 
Guattaƌi teƌŵ these ŵaǆiŵs ͞foƌŵs͟, statiŶg ƌoǇal sĐieŶĐe͛s ŵodels sigŶifǇ ͞a foƌŵ that oƌgaŶizes 
ŵatteƌ͟ ;P.ϰϬϳͿ. Eaƌlieƌ, it ǁas also stated that ƌoǇal sĐieŶĐe homogenises matter in an attempt to 

ŵake it fit iŶto speĐified theoƌetiĐ ŵodels. Deleuze & Guattaƌi aƌgue this ŵatteƌ ͞is pƌepaƌed foƌ the 
foƌŵ͟ ;p.ϰϬϳͿ. Foƌ the usaďilitǇ ŵoǀeŵeŶt, huŵaŶ data ĐaŶ ďe peƌĐeiǀed as matter. The usability 

ŵodel is ĐoŶĐeƌŶed ǁith ŵeasuƌeŵeŶt, statistiĐal aŶalǇsis aŶd ͞oƌgaŶisiŶg͟ huŵaŶ data iŶto its 
ĐoŶstƌuĐts of ͞Ŷoƌŵal͟ aŶd ͞aďŶoƌŵal͟. These ĐoŶstƌuĐts ĐaŶ ďe thought of as forms. Consequently, 

in the usability model, matter is prepared for the form. The precepts of usability can be seen as 

analogous to those of royal science. 

 

The shift towards user experience followed criticism of approaches solely concerned with usability. 

Usability designers were, for example accused of ignoring emotional factors in the creative process 

and in-so-doiŶg toleƌatiŶg the deǀelopŵeŶt of uŶattƌaĐtiǀe oďjeĐts [ϮϮ]. The ͞EǆpeƌieŶĐe EĐoŶoŵǇ͟ 
[24] has influenced the shift away from a concentration on pure functionality in user-centred design 

[14]. UX researchers claim to have moved beyond a reliance on the precept of functionality through 

considering felt aspects such as enjoyment or fulfillment [28]. In an attempt to elicit more relevant 

data relating to users, qualitative methods have become a prominent feature of UX research [2]. 

Hoǁeǀeƌ, UX͛s eǀaluatiǀe ŵethodologǇ is pƌedoŵiŶaŶtlǇ deƌiǀed fƌoŵ usaďilitǇ ŵodels [Ϯϳ, ϯϮ]. It 
follows that for the model-ďased UX ƌeseaƌĐh ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ, ͞ŵeasuƌaďilitǇ͟ pƌoǀides a ĐeŶtƌal liŶk 
with its predecessor. Sharp, Rodgers & Preece [28] for example, promote the value of cognitive 

science in describing capabilities and limitations of users. Model-based UX researchers claim the 

measurability of ͞aŵďiguous͟ Ƌualities suĐh as ďeautǇ [ϭϳ, ϭϮ] aŶd tƌust [ϵ]. BeǇoŶd this, Laǁ [ϭϲ] 
claims that all ͞…Ƌualitatiǀe data ĐaŶ ďe Đoded, ĐouŶted aŶd, so, ƋuaŶtified, ďeiŶg ĐoŶduĐiǀe to 
ĐoŵputatioŶal ŵaŶipulatioŶs͟ ;p. ϲͿ. 
 

Royal science aims to create constructs with universal applications [5]. The model-ďased Đaŵp͛s 
belief in the measurability of all human data suggests a parallel with this imperial science. It is worth 

ƌetuƌŶiŶg to Deleuze & Guattaƌi͛s [ϱ] Đlaiŵ that the ƌoǇal sĐieŶĐe ŵodel speĐifies a ͞foƌŵ that 
oƌgaŶizes ŵatteƌ aŶd a ŵatteƌ that is pƌepaƌed foƌ the foƌŵ͟ ;p. ϰϬϳͿ. ‘oǇal sĐieŶĐe͛s ŵodel relies 

on the reductive processing of data [18]. For model-based UX researchers, human experiences can 

be perceived as matter. In model-based research, the method of reduction via quantification can be 

considered as the form organising this matter. For model-based researchers, all human experiences 

are prepared for the form of reduction via quantification. Thus, the precepts of the model-based 

camp can be considered as being analogous to those of royal science. 

 

Eǀaluatiǀe teĐhŶiƋues ǁhiĐh utilise ͞ƌatioŶallǇ deduĐed ŵetƌiĐs͟ doŵiŶate iŶ HCI ;[Ϯϳ], p. ϰͿ. Theiƌ 
efficacy is questioned by design-based UX researchers. McCarthy & Wright [20] criticise the 

eleǀatioŶ of ƌatioŶalitǇ iŶ the studǇ of UX aďoǀe ͞ďeiŶg aŶd paƌtiĐipatiŶg͟ ;p. ϮϰͿ. IŶ theiƌ ǁoƌk oŶ 
cultural probes, Gaver, Boucher, Pennington & Walker [10] caution against scientific analysis of user 



data foƌ feaƌ of ͚ďluŶt[iŶg]͛ ;p. ϱϲͿ the ĐoŶŶeĐtioŶ ďetǁeeŶ desigŶeƌ aŶd useƌ. IŶdeed, Gaǀeƌ Đo-

developed cultural probes in part to subvert normal HCI research practice [3]. Koskinen, 

)iŵŵeƌŵaŶ, ‘edstƌoŵ, & WeŶsǀeeŶ [ϭϱ] ĐautioŶ agaiŶst ƌeduĐtioŶisŵ, aƌguiŶg that ͞desigŶ aŶd 
desigŶ ƌeseaƌĐh ǁill fail if theǇ aƌe ƌeduĐed to a foƌŵula͟ ;p. ϰϮͿ. Foƌ Foƌlizzi & Battaƌďee [8], human 

eŵotioŶs aƌe ͞haƌd to uŶdeƌstaŶd, let aloŶe ƋuaŶtifǇ͟ ;p. ϮϲϱͿ. “ǁalloǁ, BlǇthe aŶd Wƌight [ϯϬ] 
argue quantitative measures ͞ĐaŶ ŵiss soŵe of the iŶsights aǀailaďle iŶ aĐĐouŶts that ƌesist suĐh 
ƌeduĐtioŶ͟ ;p. ϵϮͿ. “iŵilaƌlǇ, Oliǀieƌ and Wallace [Ϯϯ] aƌgue that ƌeduĐiŶg useƌs͛ eǆpeƌieŶĐes to a set 
of immutable data can diminish the value of human heterogeneity. Going further, Matthews, 

Stienstra & Djajadiningrat [19] claim felt eǆpeƌieŶĐe ĐoŶtaiŶs ͞Ŷo Đoƌe platoŶiĐ esseŶĐe͟ ;p. ϱϵͿ aŶd 
is thus irreducible to evaluation via rationally deduced metrics. 

 

Fƌoŵ suĐh peƌspeĐtiǀes huŵaŶ eǆpeƌieŶĐe ĐaŶŶot ďe ͞ďoǆed iŶ͟. It is ŵatteƌ that is Ŷot prepared for 

the form of reduction via quantification – the model stipulated by royal science. Unlike the 

homogeneous spaĐe of state sĐieŶĐe, Deleuze & Guattaƌi [ϱ] aƌgue, ͞heteƌogeŶeous…spaĐe͟ is opeŶ 
to a ͞ŶoŶŵetƌiĐ͟ ĐoŶstƌuĐtioŶ foƌ it iŶhaďits teƌƌitoƌǇ ͞ǁithout ͚ĐouŶtiŶg͛ it͟ ;p. ϰϬϵͿ. DesigŶ-based 

researchers can be construed as claiming to preserve the singularities and heterogeneity of human 

experience. In this sense, design-ďased ƌeseaƌĐheƌs ĐaŶ ďe ĐoŶsideƌed iŶ Deleuze & Guattaƌi͛s teƌŵs 
as minor scientists. This is of more than academic interest. For a number of academic and industrial 

researchers royal science tends towards determinism which conceives of progress primarily in terms 

of technological advances. 

 

Re-prioritising 

 

͞TeĐhŶologiĐal deteƌŵiŶisŵ͟ is aŶ appƌoaĐh to pƌoduĐt oƌ seƌǀiĐe deǀelopŵeŶt ǁhiĐh pƌiǀileges the 
positioŶ of teĐhŶologǇ [ϭϵ]. CalliŶg this aŶ ͞iŶǀeŶtioŶ-ĐeŶtƌiĐ appƌoaĐh͟, Pƌesteƌo [ϯϭ] suŵŵaƌises 
the process, 

 

͞the iŶǀeŶtoƌ ďegiŶs ďǇ speĐifǇiŶg the teĐhŶologǇ that theǇ thiŶk ǁill solǀe the pƌoďleŵ…[]…theǇ 
theŶ go iŶ seaƌĐh of a speĐifiĐ useƌ gƌoup oƌ ŵaƌket segŵeŶt foƌ ǁhiĐh the pƌoduĐt is a ŵatĐh͟ 
(n.p.). 

 

In HCI, a technocentric approach has been seen as underpining the usability model. Sengers [27] 

argues that ͞teĐhŶosĐieŶtifiĐ ƌeasoŶiŶg͟ (p. 4) is prevalent in HCI and claims the field still perceives 

progress in terms of technological advancement. In Deleuze & Guattaƌi͛s teƌŵs people foƌ ǁhoŵ 
products are created can be perceived as matter. Rules determined by a technocracy can be thought 

of as forms. As a function of technological determinism, people for whom products are created can 

be considered as being fitted into the stipulations generated by technocratic rule. Consequently, the 

technological determinism precept ĐaŶ ďe suggested as ĐoƌƌelatiŶg ǁith Deleuze & Guattaƌi͛s [ϱ] 
desĐƌiptioŶ of ƌoǇal sĐieŶĐe as a ŵodel that ͞iŵplies a foƌŵ that oƌgaŶizes ŵatteƌ͟ aŶd ͞ŵatteƌ that 
is pƌepaƌed foƌ the foƌŵ͟ ;p. ϰϬϳͿ. 
 

Philips Design ([11], p. 10) argue that rather than benefitting humans, technological determinism has 

ĐoŶtƌiďuted to a ƌeduĐtioŶ iŶ ͞peƌsoŶal happiŶess͟ iŶ soĐietǇ. “eŶgeƌs [Ϯϳ] ƋuestioŶs the legitiŵaĐǇ 
of teĐhŶologiĐal deteƌŵiŶisŵ aŶd the ͞uŶiǀeƌsalist ŵodels͟ pƌedoŵiŶaŶtlǇ utilised ďǇ the HCI 
community. AĐĐoƌdiŶg to Baƌdzell [ϭ], doŵiŶaŶt HCI ŵodels haǀe pƌoduĐed ŶotioŶs of the ͞ideal 
useƌ͟ aŶd pƌessuƌize people in to adopting identities they do not want in order to use design 

interventions successfully. For Satchell [26], this model-based approach denies the heterogeneity of 

feŵale useƌs of digital teĐhŶologǇ. IŶ ͞ŵakiŶg people uŶhappǇ͟, ͞pƌessuƌisiŶg useƌs͟ aŶd ͞deŶǇiŶg 
diffeƌeŶĐe͟ the aďoǀe aƌguŵeŶts suggest HCI – through privileging technology over people – has got 

its priorities wrong. 

 



Dunne [7] believes that design can disrupt the technocracy consumers find themselves in and that 

through this endeavour, they can be re-humanised. Good design, according to Wright & McCarthy 

[34], does not begin with precepts. Rather than being initiated through specifying technology, 

Prestero, ([31], Ŷ.p.Ϳ Đlaiŵs that good desigŶ ͞staƌts ǁith the useƌ aŶd theŶ goes iŶ seaƌĐh of the 
teĐhŶologǇ͟. “iŵilaƌlǇ, according to Holt [13], an approach which begins with users challenges the 

model-ďased appƌoaĐh aŶd ͞deiŶstitutioŶalizes͟ ;p. ϭϱϯͿ the desigŶ pƌoĐess. IŶ ĐlaiŵiŶg that people 
should come first in product development, design-based researchers suggest a need for re-

prioritisation in HCI. 

 

The notion of putting people first and then hunting for appropriate technology necessitates 

following technological matter. ͞FolloǁiŶg͟, as alƌeadǇ Ŷoted, is iŵpoƌtaŶt to the Đall dƌiǀiŶg the 
nomad scientist. Deleuze & Guattari [5] position minor science as recognising, 

 

͞...the ǀital state of ŵatteƌ...[]...a ŵateƌial ǀitalisŵ that douďtless eǆists eǀeƌǇǁheƌe ďut is 
oƌdiŶaƌilǇ hiddeŶ oƌ Đoǀeƌed uŶƌeĐogŶizaďle, dissoĐiated ďǇ the [...ƌoǇal sĐieŶĐe…] ŵodel͟ ;p. 
454). 

 

The Ŷeǆt seĐtioŶ ǁill outliŶe hoǁ the ŶotioŶ of ͞folloǁiŶg͟ is sigŶifiĐaŶt iŶ the ĐoŶstƌuĐtioŶ of the 

design-based UX research camp. 

 

Following 

 

Suchman [29] argues ethnography has been introduced in design practice to counteract 

reductionism. Design agencies began employing ethnographers in the 1970s [33]. According to 

WassoŶ [ϯϯ], ͞ďǇ ϭϵϵϳ, eǀeƌǇ ŵajoƌ desigŶ fiƌŵ Đlaiŵed to iŶĐlude ethŶogƌaphǇ as oŶe of its 

appƌoaĐhes͟ ;p. ϯϴϮͿ. A foƌŵ of ǁhat MilleŶ [Ϯϭ] teƌŵs ͞ƌapid ethŶogƌaphǇ͟ is ͞Đultuƌal pƌoďiŶg͟. 
Gaver et al. [10] describe the process for recruiting participants for a research study employing 

probes below, 

 

͞We ŵade Ŷo atteŵpt to ĐoŶtƌol deŵogƌaphics, but our volunteers came from a wide range of 

circumstances: from ages 18 to 80, rich and poor, families, single people, and housemates; they 

ƌepƌeseŶted a ǁide ƌaŶge of the hoŵe liǀes of people iŶ todaǇ͛s soĐietǇ͟ ;p. ϱϰͿ. 
 

Through giving up control of the study demographic, Gaver et al. can be seen as distancing 

theŵselǀes fƌoŵ ƌoǇal sĐieŶĐe, a pƌaĐtiĐe ǁhiĐh peƌsisteŶtlǇ stƌiǀes to ͞stƌiate all of spaĐe iŶ all of its 
diƌeĐtioŶs͟ ;[ϱ], p. ϰϬϴͿ. Gaǀeƌ et al. [ϭϬ] ĐƌitiĐise ͞ƌeseaƌĐheƌs͛ teŶdeŶĐǇ to apply their own 

ĐoŶĐeptual fƌaŵeǁoƌks to the pheŶoŵeŶa theǇ oďseƌǀe͟ ;p. ϱϰͿ. IŶ-so-doing they can be posited as 

opposiŶg ƌoǇal sĐieŶtists͛ teŶdeŶĐǇ to Đƌeate ͞a foƌŵ that oƌgaŶizes ŵatteƌ͟ aŶd to uŶdeƌstaŶd 
ŵatteƌ as aŶ eŶtitǇ ͞that is pƌepaƌed foƌ the foƌŵ͟ ;[ϱ], p. ϰϬϴͿ. Gaǀeƌ et al.͛s stated uŶǁilliŶgŶess to 
dictate the demographic of participants or to impose order over the evaluative framework suggests 

an interest in pursuing the heterogeneous flow of material. Their philosophy can thus be compared 

with that of ŵiŶoƌ sĐieŶtists ǁho opeƌate thƌough ͞folloǁiŶg a floǁ of ŵatteƌ͟ ;[ϱ], p. ϰϱϭͿ. 
 

Theƌe aƌe theŶ a Ŷuŵďeƌ of ǁaǇs iŶ ǁhiĐh Laǁ͛s opposiŶg Đaŵps of UX ƌeseaƌĐheƌs ŵiƌƌoƌ the 

philosophical distinctions outlined by Deleuze & Guattari in terms of royal and minor science. The 

comparison illustrates that the current debates in HCI are not new and further, provide insight into 

the nature of legitimacy within contemporary HCI research practice. 

 

 

 

 



On Legitimacy 

 

Cultural Probes are now so commonly used in HCI that they are almost the default mode for 

researchers gatheƌiŶg Ƌualitatiǀe data. TheǇ aƌe seldoŵ hoǁeǀeƌ deploǇed puƌelǇ as ͞Đultuƌal 
pƌoďes͟ ďut ƌatheƌ adapted iŶ soŵe ǁaǇ [ϯ]. Gaǀeƌ et al. [ϭϬ] ǁaƌŶ agaiŶst the loss of attƌiďutes such 

as ͞uŶĐeƌtaiŶtǇ͟ aŶd ͞aŵďiguitǇ͟ ǁhiĐh aƌe ĐeŶtƌal to the iŶĐeptioŶ of pƌoďes thƌough theiƌ 
incorporation into the repertoire of this community. Going further, Boehner, Vertesi, Sengers, & 

Dourish [3] claim this appropriation can easily dismantle their true purpose, 

 

͞The suďǀeƌsiǀe Ŷatuƌe of the oƌigiŶal pƌoďes is ofteŶ lost, hoǁeǀeƌ, ǁheŶ theǇ aƌe seeŶ as a 

reproducible method and explained within traditional accounts of knowledge production in user-

centered design. What we see, then, is the probes being adopted within the frame of existing HCI 

approaches, and particularly in light of a traditional conception of the relationship between users, 

ƌeƋuiƌeŵeŶts, desigŶeƌs, aŶd desigŶs͟ ;p. ϭϬϴϭͿ. 
 

IŶ Deleuze & Guattaƌi͛s teƌŵs, the teŶdeŶĐǇ to ƌeŵoǀe ͞uŶĐeƌtaiŶtǇ͟ fƌoŵ the pƌoďes pƌoĐess 
paƌallels ƌoǇal sĐieŶĐe͛s foŶdŶess foƌ ͞eǆtƌaĐtiŶg ĐoŶstaŶts fƌoŵ ǀaƌiaďles͟ aŶd the suďseƋueŶt 
͞hoŵogeŶisatioŶ͟ of spaĐe aŶd ŵatteƌ. As pƌoďes ďeĐoŵe a less aŵďiguous ŵethod, theǇ ĐaŶ ďe 
considered as becoming forms. As such, pƌoďes take oŶ a ƌoǇal sĐieŶtifiĐ desĐƌiptioŶ, ďeĐoŵiŶg ͞a 
foƌŵ that oƌgaŶizes ŵatteƌ͟ ;ϱ, p.ϰϬϳͿ. 
 

For Deleuze & Guattari royal science appropriates the inventions of minor science to enforce its 

doŵiŶaŶĐe. These ĐƌeatioŶs aƌe ͞alǁaǇs foƌŵalized͟ ďǇ state sĐieŶĐe ǁhiĐh alloǁs theŵ to ͞eǆist 
oŶlǇ iŶ the ĐapaĐitǇ of ͚teĐhŶologies͛ oƌ ͚applied sĐieŶĐe͛͟ ;[ϱ], p. ϰϭϭͿ. The ͞ƌeiŶǀeŶtioŶ͟ of Đultuƌal 
probes is an example of a minor scientific methodology re-conceptualised as a royal scientific 

͞teĐhŶologǇ͟. For design-based researchers, this process robs probes of their legitimacy. However, 

the opposite is true for their model-based counterparts – for it is only by making probes submit to 

their model that it can become a truly legitimate tool. 

 

UX research practitioners are not necessarily lifelong members of either the model-based or design-

based camps. According to Law [16], the movement of individuals does not occur with equal 

fƌeƋueŶĐǇ iŶ ďoth diƌeĐtioŶs: ͞ŵigƌatioŶ ďetǁeeŶ the tǁo Đaŵps, espeĐiallǇ fƌoŵ the former to the 

latteƌ, seeŵs oŶ the ƌise͟ ;pp. ϰ-ϱͿ. This ŵaǇ suggest a glut of ͞holistiĐ͟ UX ƌeseaƌĐheƌs haǀe, upoŶ 
studying disinterested, evidence-based observations, realised that their philosophy is incorrect and 

accordingly switched sides. There may however be other explanations for this phenomenon. UX 

researchers are concerned with disseminating findings. The majority of papers in leading HCI 

conferences and journals feature the presentation of empirical data [see, 16]. It is sensible to 

suggest this statistic may aid some design-ďased ƌeseaƌĐheƌs͛ deĐisioŶ to iŶĐoƌpoƌate tƌaditioŶal HCI 
data evaluation methods into their repertoire and thus to move towards affiliation with the model-

based camp. 

 

This interplay between UX camps parallels that seen between royal and minor science. 

 

The ƌoǇal aŶd ŵiŶoƌ sĐieŶĐes do Ŷot shaƌe siŵilaƌ statuses [ϱ]. ‘oǇal sĐieŶĐe doŵiŶates, ͞ĐoŶtiŶuallǇ 

iŵpos[iŶg] its foƌŵ of soǀeƌeigŶtǇ oŶ the iŶǀeŶtioŶs of Ŷoŵad sĐieŶĐe͟ ;[ϱ], p. ϰϬϬͿ. “tate sĐieŶĐe, 
 

͞depƌiǀes...[]... [the ŵiŶoƌ sĐieŶĐes] of theiƌ oǁŶ ŵodel, suďŵit[tiŶg] theŵ to its oǁŶ ŵodel͟ ;[ϱ], 
p. 411). 

 

Through setting parameters for dissemination, it can be argued that the model-based camp may be 

͞iŵposiŶg theiƌ soǀeƌeigŶtǇ͟ aŶd ƌeƋuiƌiŶg desigŶ-based reseaƌĐheƌs to ͞suďŵit to theiƌ oǁŶ 



ŵodel͟. IŶ HCI then, it can be argued that an overarching sense of legitimacy is dictated by the 

model-based camp. Though writing before the advent of UX research, Deleuze & Guattari [5] may 

have foretold the predicament for minor scientists in the field: 

 

͞It is as if the "saǀaŶts" of Ŷoŵad sĐieŶĐe ǁeƌe Đaught ďetǁeeŶ a ƌoĐk aŶd a haƌd plaĐe, ďetǁeeŶ 
[… ǁhat…] Ŷouƌishes aŶd iŶspiƌes theŵ aŶd the “tate that iŵposes upoŶ theŵ aŶ oƌdeƌ of 
ƌeasoŶs͟ ;p. ϰϬϬͿ. 

 

Despite its dominance, royal science cannot dissuade all minor scientists from their practice [5]. In 

some iŶstaŶĐes it aĐƋuiesĐes, ͞eǀeŶ goiŶg so faƌ as to pƌopose a ŵiŶoƌ positioŶ foƌ theŵ ǁithiŶ the 
legal sǇsteŵ of sĐieŶĐe aŶd teĐhŶologǇ͟ ;p. ϰϭϭͿ. This ŵight ďe teƌŵed a ͞seat at the taďle͟ 
approach. Does this mean that methods such as cultural probes have given design-based researchers 

a high leǀel of legitiŵaĐǇ iŶ the eǇes of the doŵiŶaŶt ŵodel? Deleuze aŶd Guattaƌi͛s [ϱ] ǁoƌk 
suggests that the answer is not at all straightforward, 

 

͞…sŵooth spaĐe is ĐoŶstaŶtlǇ ďeiŶg tƌaŶslated, tƌaŶsǀeƌsed iŶto a stƌiated spaĐe; stƌiated spaĐe is 
ĐoŶstaŶtlǇ ďeiŶg ƌeǀeƌsed, ƌetuƌŶed to a sŵooth spaĐe͟ ;p. ϱϮϰͿ. 

 

It is important to remember that cultural probes began as a means to subvert normal HCI research 

practice [3]. They can thus be constructed as a type of smooth (minor scientific) space emerging 

fƌoŵ a stƌiated ;ƌoǇal sĐieŶtifiĐͿ oŶe. As Đultuƌal pƌoďes aƌe ďeĐoŵiŶg tƌaŶslated iŶ to a ͞stƌiated 
spaĐe͟ thƌough theiƌ appƌopƌiation by model-based researchers it is understandable that the design-

ďased Đaŵp is ŵakiŶg effoƌts to ͞sŵootheŶ͟ theŵ. Is it possiďle that a tiŵe ŵight Đoŵe ǁheŶ it is 
impossible to smooth the space occupied by probes to a desirable degree. In this case the design-

ďased ĐoŶtiŶgeŶt ŵaǇ foĐus oŶ eŵeƌgiŶg ͞uŶŵaƌked͟ ŵethods giǀiŶg ƌise to Ŷeǁ ǀehiĐles thƌough 
which the notion of legitimacy in HCI can be debated. Finally, if Law [16] is correct in arguing that the 

UX field is becoming populated with model-based practitioners, then one cannot escape the 

implication that this research space is becoming increasingly striated. In such an event, the design-

ďased ĐoŶtiŶgeŶt ŵaǇ ask ͞ǁhat sŵooth spaĐe lies ďeǇoŶd UX͟? 

 

Conclusion 

 

It is easy to caricature the two camps of user experience research. Model-based researchers are 

quick to point out that they are well aware of the difference between the map and the territory, the 

menu and the meal. Similarly, design-based researchers know very well that the world in which they 

live and the technologies they use depend on model-based development. 

 

Rather than a rigid dichotomy in HCI research practice there is flux. And as Jay Vidyarthi pointed out 

iŶ a ƌeǀieǁ of this papeƌ ͞ϮϬ Ǉeaƌs ago, ǁe ŵight haǀe ĐoŶsideƌed ŵodel-based UX as the minor 

science ƌelatiǀe to a puƌelǇ eŶgiŶeeƌiŶg appƌoaĐh͟. This papeƌ has Ŷeitheƌ ĐƌitiĐized the ŵodel-based 

approach nor celebrated the design-based method. The aim has been to consider the debate in 

contemporary UX circles through the lens created by Deleuze & Guattari. The paper has argued that 

there are currently close parallels between the two camps of UX research and royal and minor 

science. It has also been argued that the analogy helps contextualise the recent debate about the 

ways that HCI adopts and adapts cultural probes. 

 

The interplay between the minor scientist and her imperial counterpart allows a useful insight into 

the nature of legitimacy within contemporary UX research practice and may enable the community 

to foresee the emergence of future movements. 
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