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Int roduction

This paper examines some of the issues for critical researchers of infor-
mation systems (IS) arising from the post-modern turn (Lyotard, 1984; 
Seidman, 1994). The emphasis of the paper is to explore the increased 
interest and signifi cance of research styles that have been developed 
within this genre and their application to IS research. The paper will 
approach this issue by giving particular attention to an examination 
of the relevance of research informed from an actor–network theory 
perspective. We see actor–network theory as an important addition to 
a broader critical research project (Alvesson and Deetz, 2000).

Alvesson and Deetz (2000) suggested that the challenge for critical 
management research is developing research that is not too easily dis-
missed as unfair and irrelevant. They argued that this requires a strong 
emphasis on empirical work as opposed to the conceptual work that has 
characterized critical scholars in management so far. It is believed that 
a critical project of the nature proposed by Alvesson and Deetz (2000) 
would be applicable in the IS literature, where a growing tradition of 
qualitative empirical inquiry may be particularly suited to such an 
expanded conception of the critical research agenda. In particular, it is 
argued that adopting an actor–network theory perspective to research-
ing within organizations is well suited to the generation of such detailed 
empirical knowledge that is local and contextual.
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In this sense, actor–network theory can be placed broadly within 
a post-modern mode of thinking that emphasizes the local and situ-
ated nature of all knowledge (Lee and Hassard, 1999). Modern forms 
of knowledge, whether in positivist, hermeneutic or Marxist guise, 
claim legitimacy by relying on universal standards and categories, what 
Lyotard (1984) called an ‘incredulity toward grand narratives’. In con-
trast, postmodern knowledge undermines these traditional conceptions 
of knowledge and legitimacy in favour of heterogeneity and a decline 
of ideological hegemony in society. Post-modern knowledge emphasizes 
‘local, historically contextualised, and pragmatic types of social inquiry’ 
(Seidman, 1994, p. 5).

The paper is structured as follows. The next section presents a dis-
cussion of the development of a critical research literature in IS. That 
section concludes that the defi nition of ‘critical’ used thus far in IS 
research is too limiting. Consequently, a broader defi nition of critical 
is pursued in the subsequent section, based on the work of Knights 
(1995), Alvesson (1999) and other organizational theorists. The paper 
then briefl y reviews the concepts underlying actor–network theory 
before considering the ontological characteristics of actor–network 
theory that lend itself to such a broader critical research project. Finally, 
the paper discusses how IS researchers can use actor–network theory’s 
 performative view of social relations in being critical.

The critical tur n in information systems research

The presence of a critical stream in IS research is nascent at best. In 
their seminal review of the mainstream IS research literature, Orlikowski 
and Baroudi (1991) found no articles they could classify as critical. The 
criteria they used in their review for defi ning a study as critical were as 
follows.

Evidence of a critical stance towards taken-for-granted assumptions 
about organizations and information systems, and a dialectical 
analysis which attempted to reveal the historical, ideological, and 
contradictory nature of existing social practices (p. 6).

A similar defi nition of critical research was used by Myers (1997) in his 
discussion of qualitative research in IS.

The main task of critical research is seen as being one of social 
 critique, whereby the restrictive and alienating conditions of the 
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status quo are brought to light. Critical research focuses on the oppo-
sitions, confl icts and contradictions in contemporary society, and 
seeks to be emancipatory i.e. it should help to eliminate the causes 
of alienation and domination.

The emphasis placed in these defi nitions of critical on challenging 
the status quo and on uncovering fundamental and alienating structural 
contradictions in society can be traced to the infl uence of the work 
of Jurgen Habermas and the Frankfurt School. Much of the critical 
research in the IS literature has drawn upon the critical social theory 
of Habermas (e.g. Ngwenyama, 1991; Lyttinen, 1992; Hirschheim and 
Klein, 1994; Ngwenyama and Lee, 1997). Indeed, as Ngwenyama and 
Lee (1997) acknowledged ‘his work has had greater impact on the 
IS discipline than any other CST [critical social theory] school of 
thought’ (p. 151).

Motivating IS researchers working in this tradition is an emancipa-
tory interest in seeking less constraining alternatives to existing social 
conditions (Ngwenyama, 1991). This is a deliberate attempt to move 
beyond an interpretation and representation of IS phenomena that 
implicitly accepts and helps preserve the status quo to ‘the emancipation 
of organizational actors from false or unwarranted beliefs, assumptions, 
and constraints’ (Ngwenyama and Lee, 1997, p. 151). For example, 
Ngwenyama and Lee (1997) emphasized the importance of communica-
tion richness in electronic mail in the emancipation of organizational 
actors from distorted communicative acts. Similarly, Hirschheim and 
Klein (1994) discussed the potential emancipatory role of participation 
in IS  development methodologies.

Although the critical social theory of Habermas represents a valid 
approach for the critical interpretation of information technology (IT) 
in organizations, the relative dominance of this approach in critical IS 
research is unnecessarily limiting. There exists a continuum of possible 
critical approaches (Thomas, 1993) and IS researchers can be critical 
while using other theoretical perspectives. Although not necessarily 
well represented in the IS research literature, there are alternative criti-
cal approaches to IT that draw on other fi elds of organization studies.

For example, Doolin (1998) argued that researchers need consciously 
to adopt a critical and refl ective stance in relation to the role that the 
ITs that they describe play in maintaining social orders and power rela-
tions in organizations. He suggested that using a perspective drawn 
from the work of Michel Foucault on power is one way of accomplish-
ing this. IT is both a condition and a consequence of power relations in 
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organizations and society (Knights, 1995) and, in order for IS research 
to be critical, the practices that surround and involve IT need to be ana-
lysed in the context of a wider set of social and political relations. Doing 
so requires opening up the ‘black box’ of IT and scrutinizing the power 
relations inscribed within it that may repress or constrain (Thomas, 
1993; Knights and Murray, 1994).

Concern over the alienating potential of IT in the workplace, which 
has been voiced by some critical IS scholars working in a Habermasian 
tradition, is echoed by other academics using a Marxist perspective. 
For instance, Tinker (1998) criticized recent ethnographic research on 
IS for what he perceived as its uncritical appreciation of the social and 
historical context of technological developments. He suggested that 
this unrefl ective accommodation with IT refl ects an equivocation that 
inadvertently helps legitimate (and accelerate) technological changes 
that degrade the quality and quantity of work.

The revitalized labour process theory that emerged following the 
publication of Braverman’s (1974) monograph on the deskilling and 
alienating tendencies of technology has provided a signifi cant critique 
of the managerial deployment of ITs in organizations (e.g. Knights and 
Willmott, 1988). Labour process theorists continue to provide a critique 
of how IT is implicated in the labour process in various IT-intensive con-
texts such as software development (e.g. Beirne et al., 1998), business 
process re-engineering (e.g. Knights and McCabe, 1998) and call centres 
(e.g. Mulholland, 1999).

Another important source of critical research related to IS has grown 
out of a feminist critique of gendered assumptions about technology 
(e.g. Wajcman, 1991). Feminist scholars have been concerned with gen-
der issues in the design of IS and IT (e.g. Green et al., 1993) and with 
the gendered division of labour (Webster, 1996). In many cases their 
work connects with a political and emancipatory project for developing 
gender–technology relations that liberate (Gill and Grint, 1995).

The question this paper addresses is whether actor–network theory 
provides another suitable vehicle for critical theorizing in IS research. 
Before doing so, the paper will revisit the defi nition of critical 
research, constructing the meaning of critical in a different and more 
 encompassing way to that of critical social theory.

Critical research as the  intellectualization of method

Sayer (1992) argued that, in an orthodox conception, the ‘basic aims of 
social science are taken for granted as the development of a “scientifi c” 
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objective, propositional knowledge which provides a coherent descrip-
tion and explanation of the way the social world is’ (p. 233). However, 
Sayer (1992) argued that, if we are to address the ‘diffi cult’ questions of 
social science research, the orthodox conception generates ‘unreason-
able and contradictory expectations’ (p. 233). Instead, he argued for 
an alternative critical theory conception. However, the open nature of 
social systems compared to those that are the concern of the natural 
sciences makes such a project diffi cult. Putnam (1978) described the 
objects of interest to the social sciences as being a ‘structured mess’, but 
perhaps the most apparent diffi culty lies in the ‘internality of social sci-
ence to its object which makes the latter susceptible to change by the 
former’ (Sayer, 1992, p. 234).

In responding to such doubts in regard to case study research into 
organizationally embedded IS, Knights (1995) recommended that 
the researcher dispel the illusion of neutrality that many academics 
and particularly positivists seek to cultivate around their activities. 
He argued that a more refl exive approach to both the self and other 
is necessary. Knights (1995) suggested that the contribution of case 
research lies in adding depth to more conventional approaches, but 
also that in-depth analysis facilitates the disruption of existing assump-
tions and certainties. However, the disruption of one set of representa-
tions involves the elevation of another that, in its turn, remains to be 
disrupted. Thus, case research sets in motion continual possibilities of 
the production, transformation and reproduction of representation. 
Positivism draws its appeal in part from its determination to ignore 
‘the ontological discontinuity between natural and social phenom-
ena [and] leave its representations unrefl exive and unproblematical’ 
(Knights, 1995, p. 248). Knights (1995) suggested that case research 
ought not to concern itself with generalizability, but instead should 
seek to emphasize its strengths. These include the telling of convincing 
stories and the ability to express the uncertainty and undecidability of 
organizational life.

Alvesson and Skoldberg (2000) argued that good qualitative research 
is not so much a technical project as an intellectual one. They 
attempted to raise the level of empirically based qualitative social sci-
ence through an eclectic ‘intellectualization of method’. They sought to 
demystify a variety of post-structuralist ideas by treating them pragmati-
cally as sensitizing devices for the qualitative researcher. In doing so, 
they abstracted ‘principles and ideals from hermeneutics, critical theory 
and postmodernism, with a view to endowing qualitative research with 
a more refl exive character’ (Alvesson and Skoldberg, 2000, p. 8).
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In particular, Alvesson and Deetz (2000) identifi ed three very broadly 
cast elements that make up the intellectual role of the critical researcher 
and which may have different emphases on critical research: insight, 
critique and transformative redefi nition. Insight is associated with 
hermeneutic understanding in the critical tradition, while critique is 
regarded as illustrated by the genealogy of Foucault or the deconstruc-
tion of the post-structuralists. Those authors suggested that interpretive 
work aiming for insight may be complemented by limited elements 
of critique and transformative redefi nition. They acknowledged that 
critique may also take a central place, but suggested that use of the 
empirical case study is typically more limited in such research. Alvesson 
and Deetz (2000) still wished to provide space for transformative redefi -
nition, although wanting to avoid ‘hyper-critique’ and argued that it 
should not dominate empirical research.

For Alvesson and Skoldberg (2000) research was premised on access 
to empirical material and involved a belief that qualitative enquiry 
must have a value as a source of subjective meaning and insight into 
participants’ experiences of a complex social world. This is a stream 
of thinking that Alvesson (1999) advanced strongly, arguing that we 
must ‘give some space in research for knowledgeable subjects to say 
something that is well-informed . . . about their experiences and social 
practices’ (p. 19).

Alvesson and Deetz (2000) argued that critical studies should offer 
images that counter the dominant ideals and understandings spread 
by dominant groups and mainstream management thinking through 
‘drawing attention to hidden aspects and offering alternative readings’ 
(p. 17, emphasis added). This is seen as a way of involving the same 
issues and qualities in critical research that are important for organiza-
tions themselves. However, Alvesson and Deetz (2000) cautioned that 
care needs to be taken in order to avoid simply replacing the ideas 
present in existing hierarchies and undemocratic social relations with 
equally naïve Utopian ideals.

This leads us to the contribution of actor–network theory to a broader 
critical project. This paper suggests that actor–network theory offers a 
particularly effective ‘alternative reading’ of social interactions within 
organizations through its emphasis on empirical enquiry and its lack 
of constraining structure and ontology. In its early years actor– network 
theory was involved with sociological studies of science. Callon (1986a) 
and Latour (1987) wrote about scientists and scientifi c laboratories, 
‘strategic loci’ that are representative of key institutions through which 
society and social values are moulded. This paper will argue for the 
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extension of such conceptions to IS. These systems are implicated 
within organizations as sociotechnologies of calculation and control. 
As such, they might reasonably be depicted as strategic loci, as perhaps 
suggested by Callon et al. (1986):

And may we expect further revolutions in the means of translation, 
possibly in relation to what is sometimes called the information 
society? . . . This approach implies that such control is not mono-
lithic. Rather, there is a wide range of struggling actors and there are 
periodic changes in both the means of control and the strategic loci 
(p. 229).

What is this thing called actor–network theory?

There a re dangers in naming and labelling – particularly in the construc-
tion of ‘actor–network theory’ and its abbreviation ANT (Latour, 1999; 
Law, 1999). In using the term actor–network theory we are speaking of 
what the initial work on actor–networks and the sociology of transla-
tion (Callon, 1986a,b; Latour, 1987; Law, 1987) has become and at the 
same time contributing to its ‘black boxing’. This simplifi cation has 
meant that actor–network theory has become easily transportable and 
translated into many different arenas of academic research. However, it 
has also tended to reduce some of its power in apprehending complex-
ity (Law, 1999) and to lead to normative pronouncements of ‘what is’ 
actor–network theory and ‘what is not’. As Law (1999) reminded us, 
that which has been labelled actor–network theory is not a fi xed theo-
retical position (performed in part through the act of its naming), but 
rather a ‘heterogeneous work in progress’ (p. 9).

Nevertheless, for those who are not familiar with actor–network 
theory, the paper attempts here a brief representation of some of the 
concepts associated with it. Actor–network theory perceives contem-
porary society as constituted by heterogeneous collectivities of people, 
but always together with technology, machines and objects. It is the 
intricate inter-relations among the heterogeneous elements of tech-
noscience that make up our society and organizations (Knorr-Cetina, 
1997). These interrelationships are theorized as networks of human and 
non-human actors, each of which is itself the effect of a network of 
heterogeneous elements – hence ‘actor–network’ theory, for an actor is 
also a network (Callon, 1991).

A fundamental aspect of actor–network is their relationality. Actors, 
both individual and collective, are defi ned and interactively constituted 
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in their relationships with other actors in the actor–network (Law, 
2000). An actor, in the (semiotic) sense used here, is something that 
acts or to which activity is granted by others. Actor is accepted to be the 
source of an action, regardless of its status as a human or non-human. 
Differences in agency and size between actors are the result or outcome 
of some process of negotiation involving power relations (Callon and 
Latour, 1981). All are relational achievements, that is uncertain effects 
generated by an actor–network and its mode of interaction. Such actors 
are constituted as objects only to the extent that the actor–network 
stays in place (Law, 1992).

The relative durability of actor–networks is a consequence of their 
heterogeneity. Actor–networks come in a variety of material forms, 
such as people, texts, machines and architectures. Actor–networks are 
made relatively cohesive and stable by the way they are intimately 
bound up with the material and the technical (Latour, 1991; Joerges 
and Czarniawska, 1998). The ordering of the social is never purely 
social, but rather sociotechnical in that the social and the technical 
mutually defi ne one another (Law, 1991; Knights and Murray, 1994). 
The  corollary is that society and technology cannot be conceptualized 
as ontologically separate (though interrelated) entities (Latour, 1994).

Entities establish themselves as agents, building a network of alliances 
by defi ning, mobilizing and juxtaposing a set of materially heteroge-
neous actors, obliging them to enact particular roles and fi tting them 
together to form a working whole (Law, 1988). The agent becomes 
the spokesperson of the actors constituted in this translation (Callon, 
1986b; Law 1992). This ‘enrolment’ of allies in a network involves per-
suading other actors that they share a common interest or problem. 
The agent seeks to enrol other actors into a network by a process of 
 ‘problematization’ (Latour, 1987), presenting a problem of the latter 
in terms of a solution belonging to the former. However, resistance is 
possible and translation is only achieved when actors accept the roles 
defi ned and attributed to them. If an actor resists enrolment and defi nes 
itself differently it becomes complex, possibly leading to the modifi ca-
tion or disintegration of the actor–network system (Callon, 1986a,b).

Actor–network theory’s theoretical constructs place great reliance on 
the tracing of intricate networks and associations among human and 
non-human actors (Whitley, 1999). While powerful, these networks 
and alliances place constraints and limits on technoscience and its 
systems. We are continually reminded by Latour (1987, 1993, 1999) of 
the dependence of technoscience upon its networks of relations, of the 
signifi cance of centres of calculation, of enormous volumes of mundane 
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inscriptions and of the importance of the enrolment of people and 
objects into the technoscience project. Without substantial resources 
and effort, ideas do not travel, prototypes do not become common-
place and knowledge does not produce centres of calculation that 
become ‘obligatory points of passage’. It is only after all these resources 
have been successfully assembled and brought to bear that controversies 
are settled and black boxes are produced (Preston et al., 1992).

Ontological considerations

This paper will now focus on the ontological aspects of actor–netwo rk 
theory, which are at one and the same time the reason for a substantial 
critique and the source of its explanatory power. Drawing on Callon 
(1986b), Michael (1996) summarized these as (1) an agnosticism or 
impartiality towards the nature of the actors involved in a controversy, 
(2) a generalized symmetry in treating human and non-human actors 
with the same analytic framework and vocabulary and (3) a repudiation 
of a priori distinctions between the social and the natural or technical.

Lee and Hassard (1999) argued that what actor–network theory can 
offer to our understanding of sociotechnical relations is essentially 
consequent on an acceptance of a relativist view of the nature of soci-
ety. Yet, actor–network theory gains much of its notoriety from the 
way in which human and non-human, the social and the technical, 
are brought together in the same analytic view (Hassard et al., 1999). 
Walsham (1997) outlined a number of criticisms of actor–network 
theory that arise from the organizational theory literature, including an 
inadequate consideration of social structures, the symmetric treatment 
of humans and non-humans and moral relativism. Although Walsham 
(1997) did not explicitly mention them as such, these criticisms con-
stitute a major obstacle to operating under the received view of critical 
theory as described in an earlier section of this paper.

The fi rst criticism relates to actor–network theory’s emphasis on the 
local and the contingent and how these contribute to the production 
of social order. Critics of actor–network theory argue that this emphasis 
neglects the reverse role that institutionalized social structures play in 
infl uencing the local process of social interaction (Walsham, 1997). 
Traditional critical theory tends to assume the inevitable presence of 
confl ict brought about through predetermined and pre-existing social 
structures. Yet, in actor–network theory social structures are themselves 
the relational achievements. Whether entities are kings, countries or 
classes, they are as much an effect, the outcome of the interaction 
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between networks of forces, as a cause of subsequent events (Callon and 
Latour, 1981; Law, 1992; Law and Mol, 1995). As Latour (1991) put it 
‘the macro-structure of society is made of the same stuff as the micro-
structure’ (p. 118).

This emphasis on ‘relational materiality’ (Law, 1999), i.e. that entities 
achieve their form and attributes as a consequence of their relations 
with other entities, refl ects an unwillingness to accept a priori the 
pre-existence of social structures and differences as somehow inher-
ently given in the order of things. This enables actor–network theory 
to explore how particular social relations are translated and performed 
in different localized contexts. For, as Law (1999) observed, entities are 
performed in, through and by the very relations that defi ne them. This 
is not to say that differences do not occur (Callon and Latour, 1992) or 
that some network effects are not relatively stable and enduring (Gill 
and Grint, 1995). What actor–network theory is interested in is how it 
is that this durability is achieved: ‘How is it that things get performed 
(and perform themselves) into relations that are relatively stable and 
stay in place’ (Law, 1999, p. 4).

Actor–network theory avoids the tendency to reify social relations as 
given entities that are ‘constructed as macro-actors and shut away into 
black boxes’ (Ormrod, 1995, p. 44) focusing instead on how they are 
actively enrolled as resources in sustaining an actor–network system. 
The aim is to open up these black boxes, these simplifi cations that 
we take for granted all too often and expose the way that translations 
occur and associations are generated (Somerville, 1999) and, in doing 
so, explore how social relations are ordered so as to ‘generate effects like 
organizations, inequality, and power’ (Law, 1992, p. 381).

Similarly, actor–network theory does not assume the pre-existence of 
interests attributed to various actors. Rather than modes of domination 
obscuring or distorting the ‘real interests’ of organizational participants 
(subject to a ‘false consciousness’), interests (and domination) are treated 
as relational effects, which are the ‘temporarily stabilized outcomes of 
previous processes of enrolment’ (Callon and Law, 1982, p. 622).

A consequence of relational materiality is the symmetric treatment of 
humans and non-humans. The implication is that what is an actor is 
an empirical matter. As Callon (1991) observed, ‘in this ontology actors 
have both variable content and variable geometry’ (p. 140). Both human 
and non-human actors should be treated with the same analytical frame-
work and vocabulary (Callon, 1986b; Latour, 1987, 1993; Law, 1987), 
that is all should be considered as actors who may play a role in the pat-
terning of sociotechnical networks. This refusal to privilege the human 
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has caused some controversy in sociology, such as in the exchange 
between Callon and Latour (1992) and Collins and Yearley (1992).

The focus in critical social theory tends to be on questions of human 
agency (Whitley, 1999). Technology is often ignored or relegated to 
a role as a tool of oppression, domination and control. However, it 
is important to realize that actor–network theory does not seek to 
diminish the importance of humans, but instead to highlight the role 
of what Latour (1992) called the ‘missing masses’ in stabilizing the 
heterogeneous actor–networks that make up organizations and society. 
As Walsham (1997) noted, in this age of (sociotechnical) hybrids chal-
lenging the rigid separation of human and non-human seems valuable, 
particularly where the boundaries between the social and the technical 
are continually negotiated and defi ned, such as in IS (Bloomfl eld and 
Vurdubakis, 1994).

Finally, actor–network theory is frequently grouped with social con-
structivism, which attracts charges of apoliticism or moral relativism. 
The agnosticism inherent in actor–network theory (Ormrod, 1995) 
derives from the position that the various perspectives, interpretations 
and identities of actors implicated in the actor–network should not be 
presumed or fi xed by an observer when they are subject to negotiation 
(Callon, 1986b). However, Latour (1991) argued that actor–network the-
ory is not indifferent to the possibility of moral judgement, but rather 
rejects judgements that transcend the network, somehow originating 
from outside the empirical events and relationships that actor– network 
theory describes. In this sense, actor–network theory is similar to 
Foucault’s rejection of the possibility of normative justifi cation in that 
the imposition of moral consequences from beyond the actor–network 
is itself an operation of power (cf. Ormrod, 1995) in which one form of 
domination is exchanged for another.

To reveal is to critique

Walsham (1997) concluded that, for actor–network theory to examine 
ethical and moral implications related to IS,  there is a need to include 
political, ethical and moral theories from outside the actor–network. 
He is not alone. For instance, Whitley (1999) attempted to combine 
Habermas with actor–network theory in proposing a critical theory for 
a new collective of humans and non-humans. Ciborra and Hanseth 
(1998) invoked Heidegger alongside actor–network theory in their work 
on information infrastructures. Knights et al. (1997) drew on Foucault 
in their study of computer networks in the fi nancial services industry, 
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as did Brigham and Corbett (1997) in their discussion of how electronic 
mail is implicated in organizational power relations and control at a 
distance. Even Latour (1996) seemed to hint that something else needs 
to be added to the network when asked to provide policy or pass judge-
ment. Hull (1999) picked up the hint in his examination of knowledge 
management, where he attempted to show how a focus on ‘conduct’ 
(drawing on the work of Gillian Rose) ‘provide[s] an example of a form 
of critical activity that can complement ANT, that can add a “something 
else” to network-tracing activity’ (p. 415).

This is one possible route open to researchers working with actor– 
network theory and this paper does not wish to deny the value of 
insights gained through social theorizing of this nature. However, the 
paper is concerned with the idea that the introduction of such theo-
ries to actor–network theory studies of IS refl ects an assumption that 
the network-tracing activity (Hull, 1999) of actor–network theory is 
unrefl exive and acritical. This paper has already discussed the claims 
and critiques of actor–network theory in relation to agnosticism and it 
is important to remind ourselves that most of the research performed 
under the rubric of actor–network theory is concerned with the empiri-
cal description of the actor–network systems that have stabilized around 
various ITs, whether hospital IS (Bloomfi eld et al., 1997), electronic 
data interchange standards (Hanseth and Monteiro, 1997) or software 
(Baxter, 2000).

The present authors do not accept that the agnosticism and ontologi-
cal relativism of actor–network theory precludes critique. Instead, the 
paper will argue that the very act of tracing the network and the actions 
of its constituents, combined with a refusal to a priori make distinctions 
or grant status, enables a critical light to be shone on the assumed, the 
mundane and the status quo. While this paper supports the view that 
actor–network theory has offered new ways of understanding the socio-
technical nature of IS (cf. Walsham, 1997), the authors believe that IS 
researchers need to move beyond this understanding and explore how 
distinctions are produced, status is constructed and social relations are 
stabilized. Actor–network theory is a useful way of defamiliarizing the 
taken for granted (Calas and Smircich, 1999). As Ormrod (1995) sug-
gested ‘If we are to successfully challenge the relations . . . we think are 
worse, unfair, wrong, then we need to be able to discuss them in all their 
specifi city and difference’ (p. 45).

Returning to the paper’s earlier discussion of a broader critical project 
advocated by Alvesson and Deetz (2000), it is the refl exive and  empirical 
inquiry that actor–network theory offers which makes it effective 
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as a critical research perspective. Actor–network theory is concerned 
with unravelling the heterogeneous materials and processes in which 
networks and actors are shaped and stabilized. It makes no a priori 
assumptions about the nature or character and the similarity or differ-
ence of the relations it describes (Law, 1999). These are not determined, 
permanent or universal (Wise, 1997). Instead, they are treated as mat-
ters of historical contingency (Michael, 1996), the outcome of processes 
of translation and negotiation.

This agnosticism means that it is able to ‘record the discriminations 
that are performed and the boundaries that are constructed in the activ-
ities it studies’ (Lee and Hassard, 1999, p. 392). There are differences 
between ‘the powerful and the wretched’, but these are ‘differences in 
the methods and materials that they deploy to generate themselves’ 
(Law, 1992, p. 390, emphasis removed). As Michael (1996) observed, 
it is through exposing this contingency that critique derives. In doing 
so, actor–network theory reveals how things could have been otherwise 
(Law, 1992; Michael, 1996).

For example, Walsham and Sahay (1999) provided some critical 
insights into an actor–network analysis of geographic IS in India. Their 
initial choice of exploring IT use in a developing country suggests some 
empathy with a critical agenda and in tracing the networks implicated 
in their case studies they questioned the desirability of global pressures 
and infl uences in these contexts. In particular, by providing an analy-
sis situated in the social, political and cultural context of India, they 
were able to demonstrate how the inscription of Western values in the 
geographic IS technology refl ected assumptions about rational decision 
making, spatial thinking and coordinated action, assumptions that to 
some extent confl icted with Indian values in the implementation of the 
geographic IS there.

Part of revealing how things could have been otherwise involves 
attempting to represent more than one point of view within an actor–
network, addressing what Star (1991) called the ‘distribution of the con-
ventional’ (p. 43). This is the heterogeneity of actor–networks: a sense of 
the multiplicity of humans and non-humans, an understanding of the 
work that keeps networks stable and an acknowledgement that networks 
are not necessarily stable for all. For instance, consider who an automatic 
door closer might discriminate against (Latour, 1988) or the plight of 
someone allergic to onions ordering a burger at McDonalds (Star, 1991).

A stabilized network is only stable for some, and that is for those who 
are members of the community of practice who form/use/maintain 
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it. And part of the public stability of a standardized network often 
involves the private suffering of those who are not standard – who 
must use the standard network, but who are also non-members of 
the community of practice (Star, 1991, p. 43).

As Star (1991) observed, we are all members of more than one 
social world or actor–network and, in this sense, we are all marginal 
to some extent through the differing degrees of our various member-
ships. Multiple memberships and multiple marginalities need to be 
 incorporated into actor–network theory (Michael, 1996).

Conclusion

Actor–network theory, with its central concern being the understand-
ing and theorization of the role of technology and technological 
objects within society, is an  attractive candidate for researchers of 
IS and their implications within organizations. IS, but, even more 
directly, software packages, standards, rules, methods and conventions 
are particularly apt examples of technology or knowledge systems 
that together represent infl uential sociotechnologies of management. 
Research studies informed by actor–network theory might reasonably 
look to provide understandings and explanations of these phenomena in 
organizations. Walsham (1997) emphasized the potential contribution 
of actor– network theory in enabling us to think about the increasing 
 hybridization of humans and IT. As Latour (1996) observed,

It is no longer clear if a computer system is a limited form [of] 
organization or if an organization is an expanded form of computer 
system. Not because, as in the engineering dreams and the sociolo-
gists’ nightmares, complete rationalization would have taken place, 
but because, on the opposite, the two monstrous hybrids are now 
coextensive (p. 302).

Lee and Hassard (1999) argued that actor–network theory is ‘ontologi-
cally relativist in that it allows that the world may be organized in many 
different ways, but also empirically realist in that it fi nds no insurmount-
able diffi culty in producing descriptions of organizational processes’ 
(p. 392, emphasis in original). Such a categorization provides a useful 
framework for those unfamiliar with the philosophical rhetoric that 
Latour (1993), in particular, has erected around his theoretic constructs. 
Lee and Hassard (1999) contended that actor–network theory has much 
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to commend it in the investigation of key contemporary developments 
in organizational thinking, practice and form.

Using actor–network theory as a research strategy puts a strong empha-
sis on empirical inquiry, despite actor–network theory’s relativist ontol-
ogy. This empirical aspect is in part composed of the careful tracing and 
recording of heterogeneous relational networks. What actor– network 
theory offers is a clear way of seeing these relations for what they are. 
They are powerful because of the relatively sophisticated combinations 
of resources and people that they mobilize. By using approaches such as 
actor–network theory we can seek to demystify the facts and data that 
they produce. Actor–network theory enables us to analyse the interrela-
tionships that comprise actor–networks and show just how ordinary and 
mundane they often are. In doing this, actor–network theory offers the 
hope of a more fundamental appreciation and critique of the underly-
ing relationships that pervade contemporary society. It is precisely these 
sociotechnical relations that we need to explicate in order to come to 
terms with a world where ITs are ‘part of our everyday mode of exist-
ence, and our interactions with machines incrementally defi ne our life 
 experiences’ (Calas and Smircich, 1999, p. 664).
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