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Abstract13 The issue of the legitimacy of Information Systems is important for researchers
in this field because other disciplines have begun to lay claim to research
topics often thought to belong to the domain of IS research, and the field itself
is under challenge in academic intuitions around the world (Avison 2002).
Benbasat and Zmud�s (2003) opinion is that IS has gained socio-political
legitimacy but not cognitive legitimacy in large measure because the object of
study in much IS research is not clearly delineated.  In part, they are defining
a disciplinary boundary issue and beginning to define criteria by which our
field may be distinguished from reference disciplines or other related disci-
plines.  Therefore, to gain more cognitive legitimacy, a clearer understanding
of what we mean by �an information system� and of the central issues driving
its creation and use is needed if it is at the core of that which we study. This
paper advances that discourse by examining the role of a handful of French
scholars, many of whom are not well known out of French academic circles,
but whose thoughts on the issue are useful in furthering the debate on the
ontological grounding of our field. 
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1 INTRODUCTION1
2

This paper begins from the position that a general recognition and broad3
acceptance of a set of underlying core issues differentiating our field is an4
important element in asserting the legitimacy of Information Systems as a5
discipline. Is it important to seek agreement as to the core constructs under-6
pinning our discipline?  Stated more precisely, why is it necessary to constantly7
seek to justify our own existence?  8

This is not a new question. More than a decade ago Banville and Landry9
(1989) questioned if the field might be disciplined, other scholars examined the10
development of distinctiveness in the field using various bibliometric analyses11
to see if IS as a field had made a break from our own reference disciplines12
(Culnan 1986; Culnan and Swanson 1986). Still other scholars considered if or13
how the field might fare with a diffuse pluralistic core wherein many flowers14
were allowed to bloom (Robey 1996).  More recently, scholars have been15
considering the lack of theorizing about technology in IS and ICT research16
(Orlikowski and Iacono 2001; Sawyer and Chen 2002), while others have17
revisited the issue of whether we have become our own, unique, reference18
discipline (Alter 2003; Baskerville and Myers 2002).19

Recent threads on ISWorld attest to more recent challenges being made to20
the continuance, structure, and integrity of IS programs worldwide.  Influential21
scholars and journal editors suggest that there is serious disagreement about the22
efficacy in the field and that the field is in crisis (Karahanna et al. 2003;23
Hirschheim and Klein 2003; Weber 2003). Harvard Business Review published24
an article that taps into a wellspring of resentment against the enterprise IS25
function and created a firestorm in the popular press (Carr 2003).26

So, while there may not yet be a consensus as to the nature of the problem,27
there seems to be continuing concern that, at the core, there may be something28
amorphous and ill defined about our field. Benbasat and Zmud (2003) lament29
the ambiguity of the core or our field and argue that the field lacks a cognitive30
legitimacy as a result. The general notion is that identifying a core to the disci-31
pline helps explain that which is unique about the discipline, thus differen-32
tiating it from reference fields or other functional disciplines and helping to33
establish legitimacy. Albert and Whetten (1985) argue that, to claim legitimacy34
as a separate field of endeavor, a discipline must establish (1) the central35
character it is studying, (2) its distinctiveness, and (3) its temporal continuity.36
We return to these three points in section two following.  But first we address37
the question of why we should be concerned with establishing commonly38
accepted notions about the core of our discipline. 39

In our view there are political, economic, and scholarly reasons for ad-40
dressing the issue of core notions of the field.  The first, or political, argument41
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holds that as faculty representing other disciplines sit on tenure and promotion1
committees and serve on curricular committees and other university-wide2
bodies that decide upon resource allocation, it is wise to relate to them in ways3
common to their own discipline.  Since the sister functions�marketing,4
finance, economics, management, accounting, and the like�have a commonly5
accepted core around which their own disciplinary work occurs, it is appro-6
priate that we do the same.  7

Gordon Davis has developed this idea, saying that ours is an applied field8
tied strongly to the organizational functions of information systems and infor-9
mation management, and that the vitality of our academic field is tied closely10
to the vitality and boundaries of the IS function (Karahanna et al. 2003). Within11
that function, there exist specialized skills and specialized knowledge that help12
differentiate the field; dealing with these core issues defines the purview of the13
function and hence the academic discipline.  Davis then generalizes back to our14
sister academic functions in suggesting that there are �strongly shared acti-15
vities� at the boundary of these functions.  These are the activities where IS16
interfaces with and become key tools to another discipline such as marketing17
or production.  At these interfaces are opportunities for shared research and for18
communication about core issues.  But the boundaries, clearly differentiating19
our research concerns from other disciplines mark a territory that is uniquely20
our own.21

The second, or economic, reason is closely associated with the political22
argument and is manifest in the concerns over declining enrollments in aca-23
demic IS programs across the globe.  Are structural changes in IS development24
and operations putting the field itself at risk?  Will there be places for our25
graduates to work?  This question seems to motivate students in choosing26
majors.  We need to respect their concern and learn what the economic conse-27
quences may be for changing demand patterns for IS graduates.  A clear under-28
standing of and ability to articulate the core of the field may help isolate us29
from concerns that the field has died because programming has moved off30
shore, or infrastructures are embedded in enterprise-level applications, or other31
cyclical changes arising from social and technical change.  At the core should32
be more than any single technology, method, or research concern. 33

The third, or scholarly, rationale is more complex, and is being considered34
on a number of fronts. Benbasat and Zmud argue that IS has gained socio-35
political legitimacy but not cognitive legitimacy in large measure because the36
object of study in much IS research is not clearly delineated.  They define a37
boundary condition in which they suggest a kind of delineation by proximity to38
actual systems artifacts. Hirschheim and Klein (2003) argue that to save the39
field we need to take corrective or transformative action to solve communica-40
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tions problems within the scholarly community, and between the field and the1
practitioner community with whom we run the risk of being considered2
irrelevant.  To these authors, it becomes important to reach an agreement of the3
existence and organization of a common body of knowledge central to the field.4
Agreement with or acceptance of this common body of knowledge then be-5
comes a criterion of membership in the field (Hirschheim and Klein 2003).  For6
some, this is an issue of language. The late essayist Neil Postman (1988) said7
that knowledge of any discipline required defining, learning, and managing the8
language  of that discipline.  Steven Alter (2003), addressing the communica-9
tions gaps described by Hirschheim and Klein, suggests that the field needs a10
better way to talk about itself and the core objects of interest. Like others, he11
argues �that in order for a business professional to understand an information12
system it is necessary to understand the work system that the information sys-13
tem serves.� In other words, Alter is struggling with defining a means where the14
field might have a kind of �Sysperanto� or useful language for describing sys-15
tems and other central concepts to the discipline.  His notion of a useful lan-16
guage includes providing practical help in identifying, observing, and concep-17
tualizing information systems and their operations and place in organizational18
contexts.19

It should be noted that a few other scholars suggest that there is no need to20
define a core of the field, arguing rather that we speak via the systems we build21
and install (Karahanna et al. 2003).  Yet even this position entails core assump-22
tions, even if unexpressed, about a core, and it is one in which the technical23
artefact is itself central.24

In this paper we do not posit a single core, rather that there may be a core25
set of issues.  We wish to make a contribution to that discourse itself by intro-26
ducing and illustrating how French research in IS, philosophy, and sociology27
can advance the debate on cognitive legitimacy of IS.  Specifically we address28
the central notion that to achieve higher cognitive legitimacy for the IS disci-29
pline, we must establish the central character of what we are studying; its30
distinctiveness and possibly its temporal continuity.  This manuscript examines31
how French authors help consider the question of the central character of our32
field and then briefly discusses the themes of distinctiveness and temporal33
continuity, leaving a fuller treatment of those themes for a later paper. 34

The balance of this paper proceeds as follows:  Section 2 examines three35
themes that warrant claims to a field�s intellectual legitimacy.  Section 3 ad-36
dresses the question of an ontology raised inevitably by considering the nature37
of the IS as an object of study. The fourth section examines how five French38
scholars characterize or cause the IS object to be characterized.  Section 539
summarizes and suggests a plan for further research.40
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1Those venues included from the Anglophone world two relatively older venues�MIS
Quarterly and the proceedings of the International Conference on Information Systems (1980
onward)�and relative Francophone newcomers, two French journals, Technologies Information
et Société (TIS) (f. 1996) and Systémes d�Information et Management (f. 1996), and two
conferences,l�Association Information et Mangement (AIM) (f. 1997) and les journées nationals
des IAE (f. 1984)

2 THREE THEMES SUPPORTING THE FIELD�S1
CLAIMS TO LEGITIMACY2

3
We now return to the question of how a field might solidify claims to its4

legitimacy by considering the argument by Albert and Whetten (1985) that we5
must first establish the central character we study, then we must establish our6
field�s distinctiveness and finally achieve a measure of temporal continuity.7

8
2.1 Theme 1:  The Field�s Central Character9

10
One of the central claims to IS disciplinary distinctiveness is the focus upon11

the control and evaluation of IT in organizations, or more precisely what Ben-12
basat and Zmud (2003) call �IT-enabled solutions.�  This claim is supported by13
a study examining 1,018 articles in major English and French publication14
venues from 1977-2001.1  This study identifies six major problem areas ad-15
dressed by the papers in these publication years and venues.  Those are16
(1) gestion stratégique (strategic management), (2) économie, divers (various17
economic issues), (3) conception (design), (4) gestion des projects (project18
management), (5) evaluation (evaluation), and (6) animation (or roughly,19
appropriation and change management (Desq et al 2002). Their study illustrates20
how for both English and French authors the issue of evaluation is an important21
focus and that a generalized notion of control is the dominant theme of 25 years22
of research (see Figure 1).  One result stands clear:  the theme of evaluation of23
info systems represents 25 percent of the work (Shapiro 1998).  The more24
general theme of control (animation, evaluation, and personnel management)25
dominates the field with 45 percent,  far ahead of design (28 percent and26
strategy 23 percent.27

The theme of evaluation was found to be a relatively stable construct over28
time even though historically the issue was analyzed at the individual level,29
whereas in recent years it is applied more at the organizational or inter-30
organizational level.  In recent work, the dependent variables are more likely31
to address potentials (e.g., competitive advantage, flexibility) than actual32
results.33
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Figure 1.  Problems1
2
3

In this manuscript, we use the concepts of control and evaluation in a4
slightly broader sense. We view evaluation as a process that occurs at the5
various stages of information systems evolution (i.e., design, use, and impacts;6
Soh and Markus 1995). The later concern includes organizational, managerial,7
and other stakeholder impacts.  In the domain of IS management, Wilcocks and8
Lester (1993) say that 9

10
evaluation is about establishing by quantitative and/or qualitative11
means the worth of IS to the organization.  Evaluation brings in to play12
notions of costs, benefits, risk and value.  It also implies an organiza-13
tional process by which these factors are accessed, whether formally or14
informally.15

16
We like this definition because it identifies how evaluation is undertaken17

in any organizational setting as a matter of course in routine interfacing with an18
information system.  The evaluation process is done in both formal and infor-19
mal modes by managers as well as by other organizational stakeholders.   So,20
given the embedded nature of IS artifacts in human organizational settings, the21
process of evaluation requires both managerial and technological evaluation22
tools and methods.23

IS design methods also incorporate procedures for managerial control and24
technical evaluation, taking into account goals, anticipating some of the25
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impacts, and finally dealing with the specification methods for information1
needs (Purao et al. 2002). In the realm of system use, control and evaluation2
occur for two main reasons: to anticipate or learn exactly how many people will3
really use the system, and to understand how (or if) they will appropriate it. The4
situated use of the IS often implies some measure of transformation from use5
anticipated by the system�s designer and builder�s to that employed at the user6
level. Thus one other meaning of evaluation is concerned with diffusion and7
infusion issues (Saga and Zmud 1994). This lag between conception and the8
adoption in organizational settings means that it is only ex post to system9
design, development, and deployment, and typically much later after the appro-10
priation in the organization that we can assess the net economic benefits of the11
system. In fact it has been suggested that it is only after competitors have made12
(or not made) similar investments that we can assess the net economic benefits13
of the system. The context of evaluation is not only organizational, but includes14
the competitive structure of the industry in which the firm is located (Soh and15
Markus 1995).16

17
2.2 Theme 2:  Distinctiveness of the Field18

19
Following from the claim above, that evaluation and control are issues at20

the core of IS research, one of the key claims to the distinctiveness of our21
discipline lies in the way we assess IT-based systems. In this regard, IS research22
is a big tent allowing many approaches to this process. 23

Nevertheless our discipline is distinct in the way it helps develop evaluation24
methods at each stage of evolution of the IT artefact (proposal, development,25
implementation, post-implementation, routine operations (Wilcocks and Lester,26
1993), and at the same time takes into account the role, importance, and inter-27
action of social actors, the structures of organizations, strategies, and tasks28
among a host of other issues (Benbasat and Zmud 2003; Marciniak and Rowe29
1997).30

31
2.3 Theme 3:  The Field�s Temporal Continuity32

33
Temporal continuity deals with the relative maturity and consistency of34

views in a field.  It is more difficult to argue our field�s legitimacy on this35
dimension because of the relative youth of IS and because the field is very36
dependent on dynamic technological innovations (Reix and Rowe 2002).37
Previous attempts to delineate the evolving independence of our field have38
focused on citation analyses of IS papers, examining the degree to which they39
cite authors and sources in reference disciplines versus citing other IS works40
(Culnan 1986; Culnan and Swanson 1986).  More recently, we have seen claims41
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that the growing continuity of distinctively IS research provide evidence of a1
temporal continuity to the field (Baskerville and Myers 2002). The notion of2
process or organizational control has been a part of this literature almost from3
the beginning (cf. the �Minnesota experiments�) and remains key in the4
literature to this day.  As discussed above, the study of 25 years of IS research5
suggests a reasonably constant set of issue. This provides evidence of the6
temporal continuity needed in legitimizing a field. 7

8
3 THE DEFINITION OF AN INFORMATION SYSTEM9

AS AN OBJECT OF STUDY:  THE QUESTIONS10
OF AN ONTOLOGY11

12
Following from these observations, it is our contention that, in order to13

achieve higher cognitive legitimacy, our own discipline must clearly articulate14
the core concepts it is using. This is not a trivial exercise because it is both15
raises ontological questions and presents the political challenges of any defini-16
tional issue. Postman (1988) reasons that the knowledge of any discipline is17
defined by knowledge of the language of the discipline. This explains why18
definitional battles are prominent in many disciplines.  Terminological develop-19
ment itself is a convoluted process.  In our own field, this point is well illus-20
trated by Robert Gray�s (2003) historical review of the distinction between the21
commonly used and accepted terms data and information.  Thus if we claim22
that we are principally dealing with issues of control in the development of IT-23
based solutions, we are left with the question of what do we mean by IT-24
enabled solutions.  What do we mean by and define as the central object of our25
interest and study in the field?   What is an IT-enabled solution?  What is an26
information system?  Once we get a clear picture of these questions, then we27
can better tackle larger questions, such as how do we conceptualize the IT28
artifact (Orlikowski and Iacono 2001; Sawyer and Chen 2002)?29

This paper takes aim at this issue from the contributions made to this30
discourse by French IS researchers and sociologists who have influenced other31
IS researchers in and out of France. Defining an information system is an32
ontological issue. The discourse on ontologies is long and rich within the33
literature of the IFIP WG 8.2 community. However, because the term is now34
being used in very different ways within our own field, as for example between35
the so-called design community, the requirements engineering community, and36
the IS community, it is necessary to briefly explain our use of the term as well37
as where within the ontology discourse we place ourselves. 38

Ontology is the part of philosophy aimed at studying being as being.  It can39
be centered on the fact of being (existentialism) or on the nature of being40
(essentialism). The relationship between essence and existence is the funda-41
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mental problem of any ontology.  In IS, as in other disciplines, we can consider1
two different problems.2

3
1. The building of an ontology�a problem that has been taken very seriously4

by many researchers in data base management and in IS development5
(Hirschheim et al. 1995).  The challenge is to reduce the elements of an6
objective reality to a limited number of notions, as general as possible (see,7
for instance, the two-layered ontology of Parsons and Wand 2000) and to8
describe the structure of the universe from these notions and their rela-9
tionships.10

2. The ontology can be defined as the �exploitation of being of being struc-11
tures and we would rather define metaphysics as the questioning of the12
existence of being� (Sartre 1943, pp. 358-359).  Sarte also stated that, �In13
an ontology things take ontic attributes. But conscience can overcome the14
fact of being to the sense of being� (p. 30).15

16
Therefore, we could say that what IS scholars consider is the study of the17

information system in its intimate and deep nature, as opposed to its appearance18
or its attributes. Using Sartre�s own words, we are dealing with the ontological19
or metaphysical problem as opposed to the ontic problem of an information20
system (the latter being considered as the ontological problem in software21
engineering).22

This paper does not allow a full treatment of the ontological discourse nor23
does it allow for the identification of the full population of productive French24
IS academics nor of French sociologists and philosophers who have influenced25
other (curiously often non-French) IS scholars.  So in the balance of this paper,26
we will present a small, illustrative sample of French IS scholars and point to27
but three French sociologists (Crozier, Bourdieu, and Latour, the last two being28
well known to our community).  As a set, we use these scholars to illustrate the29
question of how one may view the core of the IS research ontological debate30
from a French perspective.31

32
4 FRENCH SCHOLARS ON THE INFORMATION33

SYSTEM DEFINITION34
35

We now turn our attention to specific French IS scholars, some of whom36
are, regrettably, only occasionally available in English translation.  Within this37
initial community we can find five conceptions of an information system arising38
from different positions on the ontological spectrum. This contradicts the idea39
that there is a single French ontological view of the IS core in contrast with say40
an American or German ontological view of an IS core. Those views expressed41
in the French IS literature are 42
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� derived from a rationalist and software engineering viewpoint; the nature1
of an information system is a formal code and an artifact of a different2
nature than the socio-technical system it controls (social or natural)3

� derived from general system theory; the nature of an information system is4
not different from that of the socio-technical system in which it is5
embedded 6

� derived from a pluralist view the nature of an information system is human7
and social8

� derived from a critical sociologist view where structures are reinforced by9
culture and language and constrain more (Bourdieu) or less (Crozier)10
actions11

� derived from a historical view of science and technology (Latour)12
13

4.1 Peaucelle and Rolland:  Information Systems as a Codified14
Language�A Rationalist Software Engineering View15

16
The prevailing conceptualization comes from computer science and the17

software engineering literature. One of its leading figures, former IFIP 8.118
chair, Rolland wrote (1986)19

20
An information system is an artefact, an artificial object, grafted on a21
natural object which can be an organization, an industrial process, an22
embarked command. It is designed for memorizing a set of images of23
the real object at different times in its life; these images must be24
accessed by partners of the organization for decision purposes in the25
best conditions.26

27
For Peaucelle (1981), translator of Davis and Olson�s (1985) book, the28

notion of an information system is implicitly restricted to formal systems, those29
dealing with data according to specified rules (p. 8). He views an information30
system as a formal code and the outcome of an intersubjective process, one31
which has a unique and collective fixed meaning that is justified by organi-32
zational routines. 33

34
An information system is a communication language of the organiza-35
tion, build [sic] consciously by its members to represent, in a reliable36
and objective manner, rapidly and economically, some aspects of its37
activity, past or future. Sentences and words of this language are data38
and their signification comes from the rules of their making by men or39
machines. The representation mechanisms, special to this type of lan-40
guage, prove efficient in the routinization of organizations acts (pp. 24-41
25).42
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Peaucelle and Rolland share the view that an information system is an1
artefact (Weber 1987), in the first sense recalled by Alter (2003). Consequently,2
their nature is different from that of organizations which can be considered3
either as socio-technical systems with an important informal component (Peau-4
celle 1981), or as natural objects (Rolland 1986). 5

By their insistence on a possible objective coding and fixed meaning,6
information systems appears as the tool of rationalization of the organization.7
It aims at designating transactions and formal processes. It naturalizes the8
organization and derives from a realist ontology. 9

10
4.2 LeMoigne and Melèse:  The Appropriation of General11

Systems Theory and its Evolution Toward12
Constructivism13

14
LeMoigne is well known in France as one of the men who has adapted Von15

Bertralanffy�s general systems theory (LeMoigne 1977) while also offering a16
strong criticism of the analytical and Cartesian method for designing informa-17
tion systems (LeMoigne 1996). He is also one of the first authors in France to18
write a book on information systems and not on data processing or �informati-19
que de gestion,� in which he concluded20

21
the information system of an organization can and must only be in22
charge of one essential function, that of memorizing�collecting,23
storing and retrieving�all information generated by its transactions24
with its environment and , incidentally, some others that members of25
the organization wish to share for some time (LeMoigne 1973, p. 195).26

27
However, he has not explicitly proposed a formal definition of an informa-28

tion system. In one of his most well known contributions on this topic29
(LeMoigne 1986) first presented at the IFIP Conference in Toronto in 197730
with Maurice Landry, we can only find it in a figure (Landry and LeMoigne31
1977). There they convey the idea that an organizational information system is32
the memorization system of the organization�s information. His definition also33
constitutes both an intermediary and a regulation mechanism between the34
system of operations and the control system of the former cybernetics repre-35
sentation of the functioning of an organization. As such, we did not contemplate36
a revolution in terms of IS thinking that might call for abandoning Davis�s37
(1974) definition of an information system, a definition that LeMoigne38
explicitly associates with a cybernetic view of the organization.  Nevertheless,39
LeMoigne�s view is that the goal of an information system cannot be the control40
of a rational norm (Dehaene 1992).  More interestingly, LeMoigne criticizes the41
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MIS paradigm for not doing justice to the generation and memorization of1
information processes. LeMoigne especially insists on these two problems:2
�The new paradigm of information systems must take into account the capacity3
of the organization to represent itself, its behaviors and its transformations and4
not anymore its capacity to control them� (1986, p. 27).5

In fact, an organization is organizing itself by its information processes,6
reciprocally in an auto-referential process (Wilensky 1983). Information sys-7
tems inform the organization which forms (makes) them. The way information8
systems are constructed is, therefore, generated by the activities of the organiza-9
tion and by the data modeling, which are particular to each organization.10
Secondly, this representation must be appropriated and co-memorized by11
several actors (LeMoigne and Pascot 1979).12

LeMoigne and his team were very influential in the French IS world both13
with academics and practitioners when they developed the MERISE design14
method. For his team, information systems modeling enriches the modeled15
reality, not only because it is incorporated in it and as such simplifies it, but16
because even if it were not incorporated in it, it potentially contains more17
diverse realities than what has been modeled (Tabourier 1986, p. 32). In view18
of his team, LeMoigne�s golden triangle of intellectual debt is attributed to19
Morin, Piaget, and Simon (GRASCE 1999, p. 5). From an epistemological20
viewpoint, he openly declares himself to be a social constructivist. For him IS21
and many other kinds of engineering activity are social constructions and can-22
not be studied with positivist lenses. 23

LeMoigne (1996) refers to a remarkable theoretical essay by Jacques24
Mélèse, another advocate of the systems approach, where Mélèse (1979, p. 36)25
defines an information system as �the set of processes which, by exchange of26
significations, allow, globally and locally in the firm, consistency, equilibration,27
backup and innovation.� Mélèse insists that relevant information is not only28
codified and formal, but is often informal and qualitative, and that each29
organizational unit has to represent itself and its environment and allow other30
units to do so (i.e., to set up an informational situation in a participative way).31

As Mélèse added, �perceived information should be most interpretable and32
locally usable� (p. 37). For that matter, formal communication of codified33
information between units and levels should be limited, because of noise and34
distortion. Conversely, in each unit, informational learning and sense making35
should be developed. He finally added, �Make of all organizational level, places36
of information association and sense emerging� (p. 37).  Therefore, we consider37
Melèse as an interpretivist, in the sense close to Karl Weick�s characterization38
of the objects of research, but also a social constructivist (LeMoigne 1996, p.39
131) who was strongly influenced by Beer, Morin, Piaget, and Bateson.40

What is important and common to both Melèse and LeMoigne is that to a41
certain extent they explicitly refuse to tackle the ontology of an information42
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system even though we find the definition, cited above, in Melèse�s work. The1
important point here is that, for them, an information system is a socio-technical2
system and one isomorphic to that of the organization.  It is not just a3
management information system, but a socially constructed organizational4
information system (LeMoigne and Van Gigch 1990). 5

6
4.3 Reix and Rowe:  A Pluralist View�The Nature7

of an Information System Is Human and Social 8
9

In their introduction to IS research, after a review of the history of the IS10
discipline and prominent definitions, Reix and Rowe (2002) offered the11
following definition:  �A set of social actors who memorize and transform12
representations, via information technologies and operating modes � (p. 7).13
They founded their definition on previous work in IS as well as on Bourdieu14
and Crozier and argued that this definition is also the result of an eidetic15
reduction (Husserl 1950) and takes into account16

17
� The fundamental human and social nature of any information system, by18

putting upfront the social actor. An information system is not just an19
abstract objective representation or the fixed outcome of intersubjectivity,20
but it always remains subject to interpretation, social games, and conflicts21
(Bourdieu 1980; Crozier and Friedberg 1977). This view contrasts with that22
of Lamb and Kling (2003).  While both views agree upon the central role23
of the social actor, Lamb and Kling see the information system as a product24
and external representation of man�s activity. 25

� The fundamental functions of memorizing (LeMoigne 1973) and trans-26
forming representations (LeMoigne 1990).27

� The possibility of working with or without information technology and with28
or without some modus operandi (Bourdieu 1980).29

30
The first point also appears as the logical outcome of the idea of informa-31

tion being constructed as meaningful for a user and needing interpretation32
(Gray 2003). If we talk about information system, it does not mean they exist33
out there, as external things; we are talking about an intellectual construct,34
which from a phenomenological viewpoint demands a human and social inter-35
pretation at some point. Moreover, this definition, with the second additional36
point, opens the possibility of considering activities such as cognitive pro-37
cesses, informal talks and the use of tacit knowledge, for instance in com-38
munities of practice, as phenomena linked to the concept (Michaux and Rowe39
2004).40

The fact of considering the concept as encompassing informal phenomena41
departs from the rationalist and empiricist position developed in software42
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engineering.  However, from an epistemological viewpoint, Monod (2002, p.1
44) considered this definition as reflecting a pluralist view. For him, in addition2
to its insistence on representation processes tending toward interpretivism, this3
definition also stresses social games tending toward the sociology of conflicts,4
while the technology supporting information processes and its operating modes5
tends toward a positivist view. The authors fully agree with Kallinikos (2002,6
p. 289) that �the formation of the premises governing the human-technology7
interaction must be analyzed with reference to the constitutive properties of8
technology and the distinctive forms by which various technologies emerge as9
standing possibilities of one type or another,� as it has been shown on empirical10
works (Rowe and Struck 1999).11

12
4.4 Bourdieu�s Critical Realism and13

Influence on IS Scholars14
15

We see at least four reasons for using Bourdieu in Information Systems.16
First, as a sociologist of practice, he clearly distinguishes between opus opera-17
tum and modus operandi, between prescription and activity. Second, he ex-18
pressly fought the language philosophers (Ricoeur, Austin, and Searle) for19
language  is rarely performative in itself; it is the social status of the speaker20
which gives legitimacy and meaning to language propositions. Third, Bourdieu21
(1980) sharply criticizes the reductionism of most quantitative surveys. In his22
own work, he adopts and advocates for mixed methods to investigate social23
phenomenon. Finally, and above all, Bourdieu helps us think about control,24
power, and domination, which are at the heart of the first core of the IS25
discipline. In doing so, we can better theorize the practices of social actors.26

For Bourdieu, societal structures are socially defined and maintained. They27
have great persistence and are very difficult to change.  As such, they have28
enormous influence over human behavior. One objective of Bourdieu�s29
theoretical framework is to uncover the buried organizational structures and30
mechanisms that are used to ensure the reproduction of social order. His frame-31
work helps us understand how changes arising from information technology32
may actually reinforce existing power structures and help perpetuate the social33
order.  For Bourdieu, change (including technological change) is a self-regen-34
erative mechanism required for the maintenance of stratified organizational35
hierarchies.  So where, one the one hand, static structures can be figured out36
and conquered over time, on the other hand, changing structures keep actors off37
balance, and thus lead them to apply familiar strategies in unfamiliar contexts,38
reinforcing old structures, behaviors, rules, and order.  It is this reuse of learned39
dispositions (habitus) in new settings that make existing class positions self-40
sustaining.41
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Referring to Bourdieu, IS researchers examine the nature of those structures1
and the impact they have on the introduction and use of IS artifacts (here2
symbolic meaning) in societal settings.  On the one hand, Shultze and Boland3
(2000) use Bourdieu to help understand the roles of information gatekeepers.4
Schultze (2001a, 2001b) uses Van Maanen�s (1988) notion of confessional tales5
to frame the narratives in her ethnographic fieldwork in a way especially6
attuned to Bourdieu�s call for reflexivity in intensive research.  On the other7
hand, Kvasny�s research program examining the digital divide in African8
American communities uses Bourdieu�s concepts of capital, habitus, and field9
as theories for understanding the IS practices of individuals, groups, and organi-10
zations.  In particular, she is interested in how IT reproduces social inequality11
(Kvasny 2002a, 2002b; Kvasny and Keil 2003; Kvasny and Truex 2000, 2001).12

To these authors, one advantage Bourdieu provides over that of other13
European critical social theorists such as Giddens and Habermas or over post-14
modern theorists like Derrida is that Bourdieu�s own empirical research offers15
some guidance as to how to go about using his theoretical framework.  Whereas16
Bourdieu uses empirical work to develop theory, thus making his theory more17
convincing and easier to apply, other social theorists have little to say about18
empirical research and methodology.  Thus this French variation on critical19
social theory combines an interest in the practical concerns of examining social20
order with the more cerebral act of theorizing about that order.21

In another attempt to add further empirical work inspired by Bourdieu�s22
CST in the domain of information technologies, Helen Richardson (2003)23
studied customer relationship management technology utilization. Richardson,24
in examining social relations around CRM system use, discovered the appli-25
cation of symbolic violence as a mode of domination and illustrated how the26
relationships between agencies and structures (social and technology enforced27
and supported) manifest and reinforce themselves in the logic of practice. 28

While Bourdieu has been used on both sides of the Atlantic by IS scholars,29
it turns out that references to two other prominent French thinkers differ in that30
respect. Crozier has been essentially used by IS scholars in France, while31
Latour was mostly used outside of France.32

33
4.5 Crozier:  The Uncertainty Zone34

Enlarged by Social Actors35
36

After showing that, even in bureaucracies, actors circumvent the rules and37
find some degree of leeway (Crozier 1962), Crozier and Friedberg (1977)38
tended to generalize this conduct and develop its theorizing: in order to avoid39
domination, actors tend to increase their �uncertainty zone� (i.e., their power40
to act as they want) which implies that their conduct is not totally constrained.41
Therefore, �power resides in the degree of leeway [freedom; marge de liberté]42
that each partner has in a power relationship� (Crozier and Friedberg 1977, p.43
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60). The circular character of this definition is noted by Caillé ( �De finalité par1
nature, il devient moyen de fins indéterminées�, 1981).  The first stake is power2
as the possibility of chosen action in a collective setting. But it is surprising that3
Caillé posits that a legitimate goal of power becomes a means servicing indeter-4
minate ends. For in the same article, Caillé criticizes the more substantive5
sociology of interest of Bourdieu. Finally, it is clear that with Bourdieu, the6
social actor is more structurally constrained than with Crozier. Many in the7
French IS literature have cited Crozier, probably because his theory provides8
greater openness to human agency than do the poststructuralist theories of9
Bourdieu, Foucault, and Giddens.10

If we do the genealogy of Crozier�s use in IS, its paradoxically by Peaucelle11
that we should begin. In fact, after a doctorate in computer science, Peaucelle12
spent three years with Crozier�s research center.  Ballé and Peaucelle (1973)13
then published a book, The Power of Data Processing. In his preface, Crozier14
(1973) writes15

16
As with any important techno-organization innovation, computerization17
does not raise the problem of functioning or implementing some model,18
but that of change, from a socio-technical system to another one whose19
characteristics cannot be predicted precisely, and which in any case20
cannot be considered as and fully achieved, but as a stage in an evolu-21
tion....The situation is generally the reverse of what is generally22
thought. At the beginning there are all the more many problems as23
participation of employees is actively searched (pp. 11-14).24

25
Crozier also strongly influenced Pavé who showed the utopia�ue to the26
hyperfunctionalism of computer scientists�of firms made of transparent27
human relationships. He also advocated that there could not be any correspon-28
dence between computers and organizational structures because of the attitude29
of employees maintaining their uncertainty zone. Then Morley (1993) used30
these works, with the exception of Pavé, to show that the effect of participation31
on the complexity of projects depends on the choice of the users, the attribution32
of roles, and the selection of phases during which they participate. More33
recently Besson and Rowe (2001) sketch the role of leeway margins in the34
dynamics of enterprise systems projects. Many in the French IS literature have35
cited Crozier, probably because he opens a window for thinking action other36
than with the sociologists of domination (Bourdieu, Foucault, and Giddens).37

38
4.6 Latour and Agency:  A Constructivist Ontology39

40
The ideas of the French sociologist and scholar of science and technology,41

Bruno Latour, have captured the interest of a generation of IS scholars42
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(Baskerville and Myers 2002; Bijker 1994; Bijker and Law 1994; Walsham1
1995, 1997), an assertion readily confirmed by glancing through the published2
proceedings of the last eight IFIP WG 8.2 transactions (Jones 2000). Much of3
this work utilizes Latour�s actor network theory to help understand the inter-4
action of both human actors and nonhuman actants. In studying these relation-5
ships, researchers hope to see how this interaction creates and shapes the social6
contexts in which the IT object exists.  It is a form of evaluation of the IS7
artefact and its social setting.   Thus one could argue that the ontology behind8
the relatively equal agency of any action in a network is relativistic and very9
socially constructivist.  The network is a linguistic and relationally constructed10
object always in the process of being constructed. However, from an11
ontological point of view, this is not the end of the story with Latour, for he12
does not accept the dichotomous view of the reality that has inspired the13
previous discussion.14

An underlying and critical concept in Latour�s thinking, and one that set his15
work apart, is that he rejects the separation of the natural world from the social16
world, or what he terms the �modern constitution� (Latour 1993).  This consti-17
tution has as its first guarantors the idea that �Nature is transcendent but18
mobilizable (immanent), and that Society is immanent but it infinitely surpasses19
us (transcendent)� (ibid, p. 141).  Rather, Latour holds for a �nonmodern20
constitution� in which he sees the �nonseparability of the common production21
of societies and natures�  (ibid, p. 141).  It is an ontological blended middle22
ground.23

24
5 CONCLUSION:  THE CONTRIBUTION OF FRENCH25

SCHOLARS TO THE QUESTION OF THE26
CORE OF THE IS DISCIPLINE27

28
If we examine the French scholars who have had some influence on IFIP29

8.2 since the first Manchester conference in 1984, the scholars discussed in30
sections 4.1 through 4.3 have not been cited often. On the other hand, work31
inspired by Bourdieu has been present in the past three conferences. Latour�s32
ideas have been more widely used and cited.  In fact Latour was an invited33
plenary speaker, as well as a published author at the 1995 Cambridge WG 8.234
conference (Latour 1996).  35

For the moment, we suggest that one contribution of this paper is to raise36
these questions while highlighting the contribution of French scholars to the37
debate regarding one of the central objects of study in our field.  38

We see three contributions of French scholars to information systems and39
the central issue of control.40

41
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1. They help us see how central the concepts of control and evaluation are in1
our field.2

2. To underline the major difference between a software engineering ontolo-3
gical view (realist) and that of a management and social scientist ontolo-4
gical view (be it constructivist, critical realist, pluralist, or that of Latour).5
By definition, the latter assesses the relevance of an information system, as6
an artefact, with respect to its human and organizational context and not7
just with respect its capabilities and specifications for some tasks (i.e., from8
a logical viewpoint).9

3. They give some theoretical and methodological advice as to the study of the10
exercise of power and control through the contribution of Bourdieu,11
Crozier, and Latour.12

13
In continued research we will explore the nature and influence that French14

thinkers and researchers have contributed both directly and indirectly to this15
debate. 16

17
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