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Abstract  Other disciplines now lay claim to research topics belonging to the domain of IS

research, and the field itself is under challenge in academic institutions around the world.

Thus having a clear conception of those concepts lying at the core of our field and which

establish the legitimacy of Information Systems (IS) as an independent discipline is more

important than ever before. This manuscript seeks to contribute a clearer understanding of

what we mean by the central issues driving the field. But this manuscript takes a new twist

by approaching this question from the point of view of a set of French IS scholars and social

theorists. It advances the discourse by examining how French scholars, many of whom are

not well known outside of French academic circles, may impact our reading of those issues

considered to be most persistent and frequent in the IS literature.
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Introduction

There has been substantial activity in print and in electronic sources over the issue

of the core of our field. The issue has raised a passionate debate (c.f. CAIS vol. 12

and following) in which many voices contributed to the discourse. But the question

of our ‘core’ as a field is not a new question. Twenty years ago Banville and Lan-

dry [1] questioned if the field might be disciplined, other scholars examined the

development of distinctiveness in the field using various bibliometric analyses to

see if IS as a field had made a break from our own reference disciplines [2-3]. Still

other scholars considered if or how the field might fare with a diffuse pluralistic

core wherein many flowers were allowed to bloom [4-5]. More recently, others

have revisited the issue of whether we have become our own, unique, reference

discipline [6-7]. Influential scholars and journal editors suggest that there is serious

disagreement about the efficacy in the field and that the field is in crisis [8-11]. So,

while there may not yet be a consensus as to the nature of the problem, there seems

to be continuing concern that, at the core, there may be something amorphous and

ill defined about our field. 
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Benbasat and Zmud [12] lament the ambiguity of the core or our field, and con-

sequently argue that the field lacks a cognitive legitimacy. Their position is not

unproblematic. Their paper seems to have encapsulated an opinion that is either

taken at face value or, alternatively, is resisted as being but one particular view of

the centrality of issues at the core of our discipline. Nevertheless their general

notion is that identifying a core to the discipline helps explain that which is unique

about the discipline thus differentiating it from reference fields and establishing its

legitimacy. In a complementary view, Albert and Whetten [13] argue that to claim

legitimacy as a separate field of endeavor a discipline must establish 1) the central

character it is studying, 2) its distinctiveness, and 3) its temporal continuity. We

return to these three points in section two. But first we address the question of why

we should be concerned with establishing commonly accepted notions about the

core of our discipline. 

The current debate seems to have evolved into a question of ‘whose’ core as if

there was but only one issue at the core. In this paper we do not posit a single core,

rather we suggest that there may be a ‘core set’ of issues. This enlivens the debate

on the cognitive legitimacy of IS by examining the notion of the central character

of what we are studying and in the process seeks to achieve higher cognitive legiti-

macy for the IS discipline itself. But this manuscript takes a new twist, that is, it

approaches this question from the point of view that can be understood by an anal-

ysis of a set of French IS scholars and social theorists to see how they ‘weigh-in’

on the ‘core issues’ debate. The paper posits that a core set of issues is organized

around the twin concepts of ‘control’ and ‘evaluation’ in the realm of IT-based

solutions, information systems and the domains in which they are embedded. But

first we acknowledge another motivation for this paper, that is, to broaden the IS

research discourse. Most of the voices being cited in this discourse have been from

the English-speaking world. But there is a changing demographic in our field; we

are opening the doors to the discourse in other languages, literally. The Association

of Information Systems (AIS), via its on-line publication the CAIS, is starting to

offer full papers in French since july 2007 with other languages scheduled to come

on-line. Accordingly we think it is a good time to see where French speaking IS

theorists and social scientists might offer guidance on the issue of the ‘core of our

field’, the main question to which we now return.

Clearly articulating the core issues embraced by a field is not a trivial exercise.

This is because it both raises philosophical questions and presents political chal-

lenges typical when discussing any definitional issue. Postman [14] reasons that

the knowledge of any discipline is defined by knowledge of the language of that

discipline. This explains why definitional battles are prominent in many disci-

plines. Terminological development itself is a convoluted process. In our own field,

this point is well illustrated by Robert Gray’s historical review of the distinction

between the commonly used and accepted terms ‘data’ and ‘information’ [15].

Thus if we claim that we are principally dealing with issues of control in the

domain of IT and IS, then we can better tackle larger questions like “how do we

conceptualize the IT artifact” [16-17] and more specifically “what are these

‘objects’ we are trying to control?” 
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The question is also non-trivial because defining an “information system” is an

ontological issue where ‘ontology’ is the part of philosophy studying the relation-

ship between essence and existence. That is, the question of being (existentialism)

and the nature of being (essentialism) or simply being as being.3 So in IS, as in

other disciplines, we need to consider two different problems:

• The building of an ontology – a problem that has been taken very seriously by

many researchers in data base management and in IS development [18]. The

challenge is to reduce the elements of an objective reality to a limited number of

notions, as general as possible (see for instance the two-layered ontology of

Parsons and Wand [19] and to describe the structure of the universe from these

notions and their relationships.

• the “exploitation of being – as contrasted with metaphysics or the questioning of

the existence of being” [20 p. 358-359]. 

Using Sartre’s ideas, in the realm of IS, we are dealing with the ontological or

metaphysical problem that is the general question of the nature of reality as

opposed to the ontic problem of describing a system of attributes.4 In simpler

terms, it is the difference between a description of things and the nature of things.

For instance in the software design community some scholars define an ontology

as a set of attributes describing an entity such as an organization or a system. For

us, and for this discussion, the crux of the current discourse around what consti-

tutes the core of the IS field is the struggle to understand IS in its intimate and deep

nature (as is suggested in the 2nd problem) as opposed to its appearance or its

attributes (as in the 1st problem above). 

The balance of this paper proceeds as follows: Section two identifies the issues

most frequently dealt with in the literature for the past twenty-five years and are

posited to be ‘core’ issues. Section three provides three competing French views on

the nature of an information system. Section four, examines how a French reading

of this literature privileges the notion of evaluation and control, and is therefore

consistent with a majority view in both the English and French literature. This is

done through an analysis the way influential French scholars characterize the IS

object or influence the characterization of the IS object. The fifth and final section

summarizes and suggests a plan for further research including a program to exam-

ine how the core issues might be better understood.

3 But even raising this point is problematic at this moment in our history. This is because even

though there exists a long and rich the discourse on ontologies within the IS literature, the term

is now being used in very different ways within our own field. Take as an example the

difference in use between the “design community”, the requirements engineering community

and the IS community. Thus it is necessary to briefly explain our use of the term as well as

where within the ontology discourse we place ourselves. 
4 “In an ontology things take ontic attributes. Consciousness, however, goes beyond the ‘fact’ of

being to the ‘sense’ of being.” (ibid., p.30). For Sartre, and other philosophers such as Husserl

and Heidegger, it is a metaphysical problem of being.
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A French Typology of Core Disciplinary Issues

Albert and Whetten [13] argue that, to claim legitimacy as a separate field of

endeavor, a discipline must establish (1) the central character it is studying, (2) its

distinctiveness, and (3) its temporal continuity. This manuscript will not allow a

full treatment of each of these points. Points two and three have been well

addressed in the current debate by Baskerville and Myers [7] and Hirschheim and

Klein [10] as well as by others in the many articles in CAIS volume12 2003. How-

ever the first issue, that of the field’s central character, is still being widely disputed

and, we believe, would benefit with from considering a perspective characterized

in a French scholarly setting. 

One of the central claims to IS disciplinary distinctiveness is the focus upon the

control and evaluation of IT in organizations, or what Benbasat and Zmud [12] call

‘IT-enabled solutions.’ While unpopular in some of the current debate, this claim is

supported by a study examining 1,018 articles in major English and French publi-

cation venues from 1977-2001.5 This study identifies six major problem areas

addressed by the papers in these publication years and venues. Those areas are: 1)

strategic management (gestion stratégique), 2) economic and diverse issues (écon-

omie, divers), 3) design (conception), 4) project management (gestion des

projects), 5) evaluation (evaluation), and 6) (roughly translated) appropriation and

change management (animation) [21]. (c.f. figure 1 below) Their study illustrates

how, for both English-speaking and French-speaking authors, the issue of ‘evalua-

tion’ is an important focus and that a generalized notion of ‘control’ is the domi-

nant theme of twenty-five years of research. 

5 Those venues included from the Anglophone world two relatively older venues—the MIS

Quarterly and ICIS (1980 onward)--, and relative Francophone newcomers, two French jour-

nals—Technologies de l’Information et Société (TIS) (till 1996) and Systèmes d’Information et

Management (from 1996) and two conferences—l’Association Information et Management

(AIM) (from 1997), and les journées nationnales des IAE (from 1984). In total the study com-

pares 351 papers in French to 412 papers in English from 1987 to 2001. Authors justify their

choice of publications by selecting the most recognized sources in the anglophone world and

respectively in the Francophone world. They also acknowledge that this choice is far from giv-

ing a comprehensive view of the Anglophone production in IS.
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Figure 1: 25 years of topic areas in French vs English IS publications (reported in the Journal
Systèmes d’Information et Management cf. [21])

“One result stands clear: the theme of evaluation of information systems

represents 25 % of the work. The more general theme of “control” (change

management (15%), evaluation (25%), and personnel management (5%

included in the diverse category)) dominates the field with 45 % far ahead

of design and project management (28%) and strategic management

(23%).” (p.10 translated).

For Desq, Fallery, Reix and Rodhain [21, p.31] control goes beyond management

control of the IT function. It not only deals with control of performance of systems

through evaluation, but also with measures of uses and organizational conse-

quences through appropriation and change management, and control of human

resources in the IS function. In other words, the theme of control goes beyond the

evaluation of results and also encompasses the management of activities and of

related resources (IT personnel) and behavior (appropriation and change manage-

ment).

As shown in the French study, the theme of ‘evaluation’ has been a relatively

stable construct over time. These findings are consistent with the typology worked

out by Banker and Kauffman reviewing key themes appearing in fifty years of

Management Science published articles on information systems [22]. However, the

French study points out that in the past the issue of evaluation was analyzed at the

individual level, but in recent years the notion has been applied more at the organi-

zational or inter organizational level. The study also reveals how in the recent

work, the dependent variables are more likely to address ‘potentials’ (e.g., compet-

itive advantage, flexibility) than actual results.
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In this manuscript we use the concepts of control and evaluation in a slightly

broader sense. We view evaluation as a process that occurs at the various stages of

information system (IS) evolution i.e., design, use, and impacts [23]. The later con-

cern includes organizational, managerial, and other stakeholder impacts. For

instance, in the domain of IS management Willcocks and Lester [24] say that 

“… evaluation is about establishing by quantitative and /or qualitative

means the worth of IS to the organization. Evaluation brings in to play

notions of costs, benefits, risk, and value. It also implies an organizational

process by which these factors are accessed, whether formally or infor-

mally.”

We adopt this definition because it identifies how evaluation is undertaken in any

organizational setting as a matter of routine interfacing with an IS. The evaluation

process is done in both formal and informal modes by managers as well as by other

organizational stakeholders. So, given the embedded nature of IS artifacts in

human organizational settings, the process of evaluation requires both managerial

and technological tools and methods.

But IS design methods also incorporate procedures for managerial control and

technical evaluation, taking into account goals, anticipating some of the impacts,

and finally dealing with the specification methods for information needs [25]. So in

the realm of system use, for example, control and evaluation occur for two main

reasons: first, to anticipate or learn exactly how many people will really use the

system, and secondly, to understand how (or if) users will appropriate it. The situ-

ated use of the IS often implies some measure of transformation from use as antici-

pated by the system’s designer and builder’s to that the use as employed at the user

level. Thus, one other meaning of evaluation is concerned with diffusion and infu-

sion issues [26]. This lag between conception and the adoption in organizational

settings means that it is only ex post to system design, development and deploy-

ment, and typically much later after the appropriation of the IS in the organization,

that researchers or managers can assess the net economic benefits of the system. In

fact it has been suggested that it is only after competitors have made (or not made)

similar investments, that we can assess the net economic benefits of the system.

The context of evaluation is therefore not only organizational, but also includes the

competitive structure of the industry in which the firm is located [23].

The importance of the issue of the notion of evaluation of our information sys-

tems and IT–enabled solutions, is also illustrated when examining the Editorial

Policy of the French journal Systèmes d’Information et Management. This journal,

arguably the most influential Francophone IS journal [27], states that, as an outlet

for IS research, it contributes to three main objectives:

1. to evaluate the performance and characterize information systems both at the

level of their genesis and the level of their use,

2. to analyze the actors interpretation processes in their activity of intelligence,

communication, knowledge creation and integration,
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3. to analyze IT appropriation processes and their effects on coordination and

socio-cultural norms.

These three objectives define the set of core issues for the journal’s Editorial Board

and further underscores the sense that within the French IS scientific community

the twin notions of control [21] and evaluation are central. Evaluation and control

are linked concepts in large part because controlling requires having made and

assessment (evaluation) and having an idea of what is ‘good’ or ‘bad’ within or

without planning horizons, what meets or does not meet a specification and so on.

So by control we are referring to the common notion of managing; keeping and

activity within prescribed or planned norms or boundaries, rationalizing activities

and processes, to regulate activities and exercise appropriate authority over an

activity. But both concepts are culturally situated and are, of course, socially con-

structed. 

As shown in the French study, evaluation is one of the core themes in IS and

their concern is not typically French (cf. Figure 1)! However, if we consider the

more general theme of control as also encompassing appropriation and change

management, this emphasis on control may be more particularly French.

The preceding section illustrates the persistence, continuity and relative per-

ceived importance of the twin concepts of evaluation and control as issues at the

‘IS core’ from a French reading of the IS literature. Of course this reading, like any

other reading of texts is socially constructed. Next we turn our attention to how one

might explain and understand why a ‘French reading’ might privilege the notions

of control and evaluation. A French reading may privilege these notions because,

for those controlling resources in business and government, control and evaluation

of IS are universally invariant practical concerns; managers are looking ways to

extract value from information systems in France [28] just as in the US [29]; but

they might do it differently because of different social structures of control. A

French reading also privileges evaluation and control because these notions are

prominent in French history and culture and thus provide a context and background

for French scientists. This context is reflected in the French social sciences as well

as natural sciences and is especially strong in the French engineering tradition.

Accordingly, if Banker and Kauffman [22] and others focusing on control and eval-

uation issues (i.e., [30]) are correct, then better understanding of the French view-

point may help us better understand the importance or nature of these constructs

themselves. It might also provide ideas as to alternative ways to address these

issues in other contexts. 

Six Conceptions Addressing the IS Core Within the French 

Scholarly Community

Within the community of French scholars, we can find at least six different concep-

tions that aid in addressing the core of the IS discipline. Those are: 1) rationalist
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and software engineering views; 2) general systems orientation embedded within a

social-technical context; 3) the centrality of the social actor in interpreting informa-

tion and the IS itself; 4) critical realist views of IS; 5) how human can circumvent

all systems and 6) the interplay of control and agency. The first three of these repre-

sent competing views on the very nature of Information Systems. The three other

streams help us understand how the French reading of the IS literature came to see

the issues of evaluation and control as central to French psyche. We will discuss

these six conceptions in turn.

Competing French View on the Nature of an Information System

The existence of the first three competing views contradicts the idea that there is a

single “French” ontological view of an information system in contrast with say an

“American” or “German” ontological view of an information system. Those views

as expressed in the French IS literature are derived from: 

• a rationalist and software engineering viewpoint wherein the nature of an infor-

mation system is taken to be a formal code or an artifact that is fundamentally of

a different nature than the socio-technical system it controls. These take form in

cognitive modeling, formal theory development, methodologies and empirical

studies. 

• a general system theory conception wherein the nature of an information system

is not seen to be different from that of the socio-technical system it is embedded

in;

• a pluralist view wherein the nature of an IS is both human (via interpretation and

negotiation), social (via social actors) and technical (through operating modes

and IT) (c.f. [31]). 

Conception One: Rationalist and Software Engineering Views: 

Rolland and Peaucelle

Their conceptualization arises from the discipline of computer science and the soft-

ware engineering literature. For Peaucelle [32] the notion of an information system

is implicitly restricted to formal systems, those dealing with data according to spec-

ified rules (id, p.8). He views an information system as a formal code and as the

outcome of an intersubjective process, one which has a unique and collective fixed

meaning that is justified by organizational routines. Both authors share the view

that an information system is an artefact or artificial object. Consequently, their

nature is different from that of organizations that can be considered either as socio-

technical systems [32], or as natural objects [33]. 

By their insistence on a possible objective coding and fixed meaning, informa-

tion systems appears as the tool of organizational rationalization. It aims at desig-

nating transactions and formal processes. It naturalizes the organization and

derives from a realist ontology.
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Conception Two: General System Theory View Embedded in Socio-technical 

System: LeMoigne

Le Moigne, is known in France as one who has adapted Von Bertralanffy’s General

Systems Theory [34] and for his strong criticisms of the analytical and Cartesian

methods for designing information systems [35]. For LeMoigne an IS is first a sys-

tem for preserving organizational memory and secondly is an intermediary regula-

tion mechanism between the system of operations and the control system. But Le

Moigne’s view is that the goal of an information system can not solely be the con-

trol of a rational norm [36]. Rather, an IS is an organizational transformation that

once in place allows the organization to see itself differently. Whereas systems

design is concerned with the control of a system to achieve some presumed stable

goal set, another concern deals with symbolic computation that incorporates an

autopoetic learning process, self-actualizing its purpose by some learning process

[37-38]. This idea is further developed by Le Moigne who sees the nature of an

information systems as a kind of social engineering project.

There are however, other French IS theorists/researchers who build on these

views, while at the same time incorporate complementary roots from within the

social sciences. 

Conception Three: The Nature of an IS as Both Human and Social: 

Reix and Rowe

Reix and Rowe, are both influenced by the French sociologists Bourdieu and Cro-

zier, who move social actors front and center in social life. Thus Reix and Rowe

[39] incorporate the notion that the social actor is constantly reinterpreting and

playing with the meaning of the information in the system. They privilege the

social actor in the information system rather than the technology. To them an infor-

mation system is not just an abstract objective representation or the fixed outcome

of social negotiation, but it always remains subject to interpretation, social games

and conflict [40-41]. Adapting the definition first proposed by Reix and Rowe [39],

Marciniak and Rowe [42 p.7] define an information system as … “a system of

social actors who memorize and transform representations, via information tech-

nologies and operating modes ”. This definition is both consistent with Le Moi-

gne’s idea of memory and transformation, but also with Peaucelle’s idea of

representation. In addition, with Robert Reix, Rowe argued that an information

system can only be evaluated in context, which calls for an Heidegerrian ontology

of an information system or a definition incorporating the idea of a recursively

finalizing context [43]. 

We now turn our attention to an illustrative sample of four French sociologists–

Crozier, Bourdieu, Latour and Foucault–to demonstrate how they have influenced

IS scholars in France and abroad and to further illustrate how the notion of control

is deeply embedded in the French psyche.
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French Sociologists on the Topics of Control and Evaluation 

In the French culture the issue of control has always been a central issue in schol-

arly and political discourse. The notion of rationalism, given full voice by the 16th

century French philosopher Descartes, “…imbues understandings of technology

and design” in which design is an attempt to control technical and natural artifacts

[44, p. 18-25]. The importance of control and evaluation can be illustrated by the

history of technical public decision making in France. For example, the decision to

make the telephone widely available to the population was delayed because it was

thought to be a subversive technology [45]. It is argued that the MINITEL system

succeeded in France in part because it was a hierarchical and central system mim-

icking the uncertainty avoidance characteristic typical to the French. French banks

readily accepted workflow systems because those systems reproduced managerial

hierarchy and authority. But banks were suspicious of electronic mail systems

because they were informal and difficult to control. Many French firms were quick

to adopt ERP systems because they promised to provide better control over organi-

zational resources and employees hence leading to better performance [46]. This

tendency to prefer control and accept hierarchy can be better understood by exam-

ining the writings of four French sociologists Crozier, Bourdieu, Latour and Fou-

cault.

Conception Four: Bourdieu’s Critical Realism and Influence on IS Scholars

We see at least four ways Bourdieu expresses a French conception of control and

evaluation that help in understanding IS. First, as a sociologist of practice, he

clearly distinguishes between opus operatum and modus operandi, between pre-

scription and activity. Second, he expressly argued against the ideas of philoso-

phers of language (Ricoeur, Austin, Searle) arguing instead that language is rarely

performative in itself; rather, it is the social status of the speaker that gives legiti-

macy and meaning to language propositions. Third, Bourdieu [40] sharply criti-

cizes the reductionism of most quantitative surveys used for evaluation. In his

own work, he adopts and advocates for mixed methods to investigate social phe-

nomenon. Fourth, and most importantly, Bourdieu helps us think about control,

power and domination. And in doing so, we can better theorize the practices of

social actors.

For Bourdieu societal structures are socially defined and maintained. They have

great persistence and are very difficult to change. As such, they have enormous

influence over human behavior. One objective of Bourdieu’s theoretical framework

is to uncover the buried organizational structures and mechanisms that are used to

ensure the reproduction of social order. His framework helps understand how

changes arising from information technology may actually reinforce existing

power structures and help perpetuate the social order. To Bourdieu, change (includ-

ing technological change) is a self-regenerative mechanism required for the main-

tenance of stratified organizational hierarchies. So where, on the one hand, static

structures can be figured out and conquered over time, on the other hand, changing

structures keep actors off balance, and thus lead them to apply familiar strategies in

unfamiliar contexts, reinforcing old structures, behaviors, rules and order. This
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reuse of learned dispositions (habitus) in new settings makes existing class posi-

tions self-sustaining.

Bourdieu gives voice to issues from deep within the French system of beliefs.

He helps us see and better understand a French worldview and thus influencing

French IS scholars as previously illustrated6. Bourdieu, has also influenced IS

researchers outside of France and helped them examine the nature of those societal

structures and the impact they have on the introduction and use of IS artifacts (here

symbolic meaning) in societal settings. Shultze and Boland , [47] use Bourdieu to

help understand the roles of information gatekeepers. Schultze [48] uses Van

Maanen’s [49] notion of confessional tales to frame the narratives in her ethno-

graphic fieldwork in a way especially attuned to Bourdieu’s call for reflexivity in

intensive research. On the other hand, Kvasny’s research program examining the

digital divide in African American communities within the United States uses

Bourdieu’s concepts of capital, habitus and field as theories for understanding the

IS practices of individuals, groups, and organizations. In particular, she is inter-

ested in how IT reproduces social inequality [50-52].

To these authors one advantage Bourdieu provides over that of other European

critical social theorists such as Giddens and Habermas or over Postmodern theo-

rists like Derrida is that Bourdieu’s own empirical research offers some guidance as

to how to go about using his theoretical framework. Bourdieu uses empirical work

to develop theory, thus making his theory more convincing and easier to apply,

whereas other social theorists have little to say about empirical research and meth-

odology. Thus, Bourdieu combines an interest in the practical concerns of examin-

ing social order with the more cerebral act of theorizing about that order. 

In another attempt to add further empirical work inspired by Bourdieu’s theory

in the domain of IS, Richardson [53] studied Customer Relationship Management

(CRM) technology utilization. Richardson, in examining social relations around

CRM system use, discovered the application of symbolic violence as a mode of

domination and illustrated how the relationships between agencies and structures

(social and technology enforced and supported) manifest and reinforce themselves

in the logic of practice. While Bourdieu has been used on both sides of the Atlantic

by IS scholars, it turns out that references to three other prominent French thinkers

differ in their degree and domain of influence in our field. The first, Crozier, has

been very influential in the work of French IS scholars. The second, Latour, has

been very influential in IS research in Scandinavia and the UK. And the third, Fou-

cault, has found proponents across the globe.

Conception Five: The Uncertainty Zone Enlarged by Social Actors: Crozier

Crozier [54] demonstrated that, even in bureaucracies, actors circumvent the rules

and find some degree of leeway in any system. Crozier and Friedberg generalize

this conduct and develop this notion showing how, in order to avoid domination,

actors tend to increase their “uncertainty zone”, i.e. their power to act as they want

6 Unfortunately most of this work is published in French and is therefore not readily accessible to the

English-speaking scholars. 
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which implies that their conduct is not totally constrained. They theorize that,

“power resides in the degree of leeway that each partner has in a power relation-

ship” [41, p.60]. 

Examining important differences between the conceptions of Crozier and Bour-

dieu, Caillé [55] points out how to Bourdieu, the social actor is more structurally

constrained than with Crozier. Many French IS scholars cite Crozier, probably

because his theory provides greater openness to human agency than do the post-

structuralist theories of Bourdieu, Foucault, and Giddens. In the preface to Ballé

and Peaucelle’s “The Power of Data Processing” [56] Crozier acknowledges the

emergent nature or organizational systems recognizing that this presents problems

for IS developers and users. He says that the importance of an information system

is not that an IS systems runs but that it always brings about change than can never

be precisely anticipated. No matter what organizational rules are embedded in a

system, social actors will always find a way to circumvent those restrictions; e.g.,

to maintain there zones of uncertainty and hence personal control. Crozier also sug-

gests that high degrees of user participation in an IS project is not an ideal because

in committing to being apart of a project users 1) lose the ability to distance them-

selves from the system and 2) restrict their ability to enlarge their uncertainty zone

when organization emerges out from under the information system. 

Conception Six: Control and Agency: Latour and Foucault

Space does not allow us to do justice to the complexity and breadth of thought from

these two influential and provocative French scholars. The work of Latour and

Foucault is more widely cited in the IS community outside of France than the work

of Bourdieu and Cozier, hence we limit our discussion to a brief discussion of

where Latour and Foucault have had impact on work in our field. The French

sociologist and scholar of science and technology, Bruno Latour, has influenced IS

research and thought on how IS are incorporated in complex networks or collec-

tives of people and technologies [57- 59]. This is important as it helps understand

the spread and diffusion of technology as well as the relative power relationship of

humans and machines [60]. In giving voice to both human and nonhuman actants

he deals with the issue of control but changes its focus from the exclusive domain

of the human actor to a more shared domain of actants in a network. He has

inspired others to illustrate how, in complex infrastructures, the notion of agency

can be clouded such that it becomes more difficult to speak of control in traditional

ways. Systems can escape the overt control of social actors because as members of

the actor network they often treated as if they have agency and can subvert the will

of human actors [61-64]. Latour’s work on the sociology of translation provides

insight into how designers and users can communicate the benefits and characteris-

tics of a technology (c.f. the special issue on Actor network theory in Information

Technology and People, 2004). It provides guidance as to how we may anticipate

and evaluate the spread of any technology through a social network. This predic-

tive power allows for better management and control of the processes of technolog-

ical systems.
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Foucault and Latour are similar in that both help us understand the ways that

ideas are spread through social systems recharacterized as networks of actors. But

Foucault is recognized as addressing the concepts of power and of control. But his

conceptualization intertwines notions of knowledge, power and the self. To him

power is not a construct dealing with domination of groups over other groups or

individuals. Rather it deals with the socially constructed and largely self-regulated

webs of relations and interactions in social organizations and settings or “… a mul-

tiplicity of force relations…” [65]. Thus power is an emergent construct. It is local

and omnipresent and rooted in practice; networks of practice. Willcocks citing

Deleuze says: 

“… that Foucault was one of the first to say we have been shifting from dis-

ciplinary societies to what Deleuze calls control societies. These no longer

operate by, for example, physically confining people but though continuous

control and instant communication enabled by developments in material

technology. In this rendering, what has been called information society can

also be read as control society. If this is correct, Foucault’s power/knowl-

edge, discourse, … remains as thoroughly applicable concepts, as Foucault

intended them to be.” [66, p. 259] 

Because of his concerns for power and control Foucault is considered to be a

French Critical Social Theorist who along with Habermas, Giddens and Bourdieu

have shaped an Critical IS agenda examining power, control and emancipation

issues in systems development, design and deployment. Recent special issues of

the Information Systems Journal Exploring the Critical Agenda in IS Research

(2005) and the Database for Advances in Information Technology (2002, 2003) are

but two examples from a growing critical theoretic discourse in the IS literature. 

Conclusion 

In this paper, we posited that the issues of control and evaluation were two key

constructs in a set of elements defining the core of the IS discipline. We framed the

debate by highlighting the contribution of French scholars whose work has influ-

enced the debate both from within the IS field and from the fields of sociology and

science and technology studies. We have explored how a French reading of the IS

literature sees the issues of evaluation and control as being the most frequently and

persistently covered for a quarter of a century of published work. An examination

of the work of three French IS scholars and four French sociologists has helped us

to: 

• To see how the concepts of control and evaluation remain a persistent concern in

our field. 

• To understand why the emphasis on control as encompassing appropriation and

change management focused on behaviors is more typically French.
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• To underline the major difference between a software engineering ontological

view (realist) and that of a management and social scientist ontological view (be

it constructivist, critical realist, pluralist or that of Latour). By definition, the

latter assesses the relevance of an IS, as an artifact, with respect to its human and

organizational context and not just with respect its capabilities and specifications

for some tasks, i.e. from a logical viewpoint. 

• To give some theoretical and methodological advice as to the study of the exer-

cise of power and control.

It is also our position that given the increasing cultural, linguistic and geographical

diversity in our field with IS scholars living in all corners of the globe, it is useful

and appropriate to examine the perspectives and contributions made by non

English-speaking scholars. We think that a similar endeavor by other IS communi-

ties and AIS chapters is necessary to nurture a healthy critique of the discipline.

This will develop more easily as main languages areas are encouraged to exchange

and publish in their own language. The fact that AMCIS 2010 accepts papers in

Portuguese and Spanish is a first step in that direction.
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