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Abstract

This dissertation offers a phenomenological approach to the comprehension of Information
Technology (IT) and Strategy, and of the relationships between these two phenomena. We
argue that in order thoughtfully to understand the manifold connections between IT and
Strategy, their contradictions, shortcomings, and possibilities, one has to rely on the essence

of each of these phenomena.

The rationale of this approach implies the need to make explicit the ontological
assumptions on which the investigation relies. An essential uncovering of that which IT and
Strategy are can only take place as long as we lay bare a primary position on the nature of
that which is. Martin Heidegger’s Being and Time and, to a lesser extent, the theory of
autopoiesis are the foundations of this investigation. We claim that these theories are
paradigmatically consistent and show relevant complementarities, namely in what concerns
the issues of action, information, and knowledge. The matching of these two theories
provides the ontological and epistemological grounds of the investigation. Within this
fundamental setting we argue that IT and Strategy will only essentially show up as long as

they are accessed in-the-world in which they are what they are.

The research applies the phenomenological method of investigation in its original form as
developed by Edmund Husserl. However we extend the Husserlian formulation in a last
phase by using the arguments of Heidegger on the opening up of possible concealed
meanings of phenomena. The method sets the boundaries of the research. IT and strategy
are phenomenological analysed not as empirical objects, events, or state of affairs, but as
intentional objects of consciousness. These are formally indicated from the outset of the

investigation as the ITness of IT and the Strategyness of Strategy.

The central conclusions of the investigation are that (1) IT is an ontological phenomenon,
substantively penetrating the being-in-the-world we, ourselves, are; and, (2) Strategy,
essentially choosing to choose, has been unfolding throughout History guided by the
concealed meaning of a striving for an authentic identity. These essential notions uncover a
complex set of relationships between the two phenomena. Those relationships are thus
described and characterised. We also show that although phenomenology is not empirical

its results have many important implications for the empirical world.

Key words: Information technology, information systems, technology, information, action,
knowledge, replacement, strategy, authenticity, identity, globalisation, ontology,
phenomenology, essence, Heidegger, being-in-the-world, autopoiesis, closed systems,
theoretical investigation, interpretive research, qualitative research.
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Preface

Almost everywhere we go today we find information technology (IT). What does this
mean? What is information? What is technology? What is information technology? In
essence, what are these phenomena? What accounts for the way and the manners in which
we engage ourselves with information technology in-the-world? Does it matter to question

this? What are the criteria for this questioning?

Our answer, i.e., our thesis, grounds itself in the Western phenomenological tradition of the
social sciences, questioning and thinking the most fundamental grounds in which we are
what we are. This advices us to state at the beginning the contours of the investigation, thus

its aims and possibilities, its boundaries and limitations.

In the Western scientific tradition, phenomenology is just one of the many possible ways of
phenomena being researched. Furthermore, while approaching IT phenomenologically we
acknowledge that we only pursue one of the many possible phenomenological ways into

this experience, object, event, state of affairs, or phenomenon.

On account of the ways in which IT phenomenologically shows up at the beginning of the
investigation, we decided that our work also should aim at the phenomenon of strategy, and
at the essential relationships between IT and strategy. So what is stated about IT, in the
paragraph above, stands for strategy as well. Strategy as such, as a notion or an idea, is
investigated by a rigorous phenomenological analysis of literature that traditionally is
pointed out as relevant within particular fields that deal with the phenomenon of strategy.
These texts are taken as appearances, in the phenomenological sense, of the event under
investigation. From a phenomenological standpoint there are other ways into strategy,
which we do not pursue in this investigation.

As presented below (Chapter 2) phenomenology is foremostly a method of investigation, a
manner in which what is investigated is handled (Husserl 1995, 1970; Heidegger 1962;
Merleau-Ponty 1962). This manner aims at reaching phenomena, as they already are in
consciousness, in their grounding and essential meanings. IT and strategy, as what they are
in-the-world, are taken phenomenologically as intentional objects of consciousness. This
phenomenological notion of the object of the research, a precise technical notion

thoroughly presented in Chapter 2, sets the possibilities and the limits of this investigation.

To use a non technical language we might say the following: the object of this

phenomenological research are the notions or ideas of information technology and strategy
as such, as we already have experienced them, intuitively and most often in a non thematic
manner. These basic ideas or notions are the primary intuition or criteria on the basis of
which we recognise IT as IT, and strategy as strategy. These boundaries and limits of the
investigation, we believe, only can be pointed out in a clear way by presenting in detail the

phenomenological method of investigation and its technical notions and procedures, which



we do in Chapter 2. Nonetheless we think it is in order to address this issue at the up front

of the dissertation.

While tying to uncover or to point out the grounding context and the uniqueness of the
phenomena of IT, our phenomenological investigation does not give an account of the
many situations, in our assumed empirical world, in which in organisations or in day-to-day
life we involve ourselves with computers, televisions, phones, that is, with IT as collection
of devices and objects. The object of this investigation is not any particular situation but
rather the idea or criteria that enable us to recognise particular IT devices as belonging to
that very same notion of IT — that is, ITness as such is the object of this investigation. As
far as strategy is concerned, strategyness is the object of the investigation.

This does not mean that phenomenology would be unable to account of our involvement
with IT or with strategy in particular empirical situations, but rather that our investigation
has a different direction: IT and strategy as such, as intentional objects of consciousness, as
the grounding notions against which a PC, a printer, a TV, or a mobile is recognised as IT;
and, as the grounding notions against which particular actions, intentions, behaviour, or
plans are identified as strategy. Phenomenology aims at reaching the initial and decisive
meanings that constitute those founding criteria on the basis of which we recognise
something as that which it is.

The reader of this dissertation should keep in mind these aims and boundaries of our
phenomenological approach. She or he should not expect definitive questions and definitive
answers. Phenomenology is not looking for final definitions and formulas, but rather to
bring readers into a path where they can experience new contours and deeper meanings of
phenomena, in many cases recovering their own personal experiences, as the questioning
and answering advances and insights make sense to them as they are shown fully in their
pertinence and relevance.

Our phenomenology, much in the way Heidegger, Merleaw-Ponty and Husserl have used it,
strives to indicate formally that most initial and fundamental experience of each one of us,
when as individuals, we already are engaged in-the-world, and in so doing to enhance
understanding of the phenomena of IT an strategy, hoping to transform us and so to change

our coping in the world.

In this investigation questioning and thinking are thriving in a rigorous and detailed fashion,
but also in a free and non-predictable manner. As Heidegger noted, one can never know
where a non travelled path will take us. The phenomenological method of investigation
proceeds by approaching the phenomenon under inquiry from different perspectives and
different grounds. It implies going around the subject in circles, and approaching the
phenomena in closer and closer manners, towards a final uncovering of its essence. On this
account, as the investigation advances the readers should expect some repetition and
reconsideration of findings already in place, although we have tried to keep that to a

minimum.



Our thesis in spite of being placed in the scientific tradition of the Western world, or so we
hope, is to some extent a rather unconventional one. We follow in a rigorous and detailed
manner the phenomenological method of investigation as it was first designed and applied
by the German mathematician and philosopher Edmund Husserl, and later developed and

applied by another German philosopher Martin Heidegger.

The works of Heidegger are considered by a vast academic community the most central
pieces of thinking of the 20'" century. We aim at showing that Heidegger’s (1977) clue in
applying phenomenology to investigate the essence of modern technology can, and indeed
should be picked up by contemporary research in IS. This investigation follows that clue,
much in the way Heidegger himself implicitly suggested in the Der Spiegel interview in
1966 (published in 1976), by applying phenomenology to the phenomena of IT and strategy.

This research, however, is not just the application of pure phenomenology. In bringing
together a clearly structured and sound phenome nological method and by applying it, we
thoroughly attempted at bringing together coherently and consistently Husserl and

Heidegger’s phenomenologies.

We will provide a full and detailed account of the phenomenological method of
investigation. In doing so we have two aims in mind: first, to make the way clear for the
reader in which questioning and answering proceeds in the investigation; second, to provide
an articulation of the method and its application, particularly that of chapter 4 into the

phenomenon of IT, which might be useful for future research.

When investigating IT and strategy, we will follow the several phases of the
phenomenological method rigorously. Yet, we should stress that the method is structured
by thinking itself, much in the way in which thinking organises itself for itself. This
investigation aims at recovering fully to the Western phenomenological tradition the
fundamental questioning about technology, leading thinking into one of the most cutting
edge areas of our lives, information technology and our going on engagement with its

devices.

The path of phenomenology in organisational, management, and information systems
research has witnessed important but few publications in the last decades, although they
have been clearly growing in the last five years. In our investigation into IT and strategy we
aim to show that phenomenology can lead to many important and useful insights that
cannot be provided by any other method of investigation. We claim that phenomenology
has much to offer in its application to contemporary phenomena that are setting

organisational, economic, cultural, social and political agendas.
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Introduction

“Celebration...is self-restraint, is attentiveness, is questioning, is meditating, is
awaiting, is step over into the more wakeful glimpse of the wonder — the wonder
that a world is worlding around us at all, that there are beings rather than nothing,
that things are and we ourselves are in their midst, that we ourselves are and yet

barely know who we are, and barely know that we do not know all this.”

Martin Heidegger'

A world that worlds around us. A world that is instead of is not. What does this mean?
What does this call us to think of? Is the world that worlds that which is most evident for
us? Do we notice that we notice that? Do we care that we notice? Do we question and do
we think about that? Are we the beings who care for who we ourselves are? Are we the

being-in-the-world for whom its Being is the issue?

This investigation is a phenomenological one, striving for questioning and thinking the
most fundamental grounds in which we are what we. And what are we today? What
already are we nowadays? What accounts in our times for our be-ing in this world? How
do we world is the worlding of the world? Within this fundamental perspective, let us
present an introductory account of the object, the theoretical grounding, and the method of

this investigation.

In the world where once we found nature we find nowadays technology. Wherever we go
we are using and surrounded by IT devices. Whether at the workplace, or at home relaxing
with the family, or travelling, or engaged in entertainment, a growing majority of people

find themselves increasingly involved with IT.

IT is characterising our engagement in the world (Castells 2000, Giddens 1999, Borgmann
1999, McLuhan 1994), through interaction with the personal computer (PC), surfing on the
Internet, watching television (TV), talking on the mobile phone, or using any other of the
multitude of IT devices. Information and communications technologies are the medium of
our daily life (Feenberg 1999, Idhe 1990, Borgmann 1984).

TVs and PCs are two of the most distinctive IT devices whose pervasiveness has spread
dramatically in recent decades. It is a long way from the BBC’s showing in November
1937 of the first outside TV broadcast—the coronation of King George VI—with several
thousand viewers, to the satellite pictures of the landing on the moon in 1969 carried to an

estimated audience of more than 100 million viewers (EB), and to the funeral of Princess

" Holderlin’s Hymns “Andenken”, in Gesamtausgabe 52, p-64 (Frankfurt and Main: Vittorio Klaustermann, 1976),
in Polt 1999.

-11 -



Diana in August 1997, with a TV audience estimated at 2.5 billion people (ABC),

representing more than 40 per cent of the world’s population.

The PC has spread even more quickly. By 1985, there were 90.1 and 36.4 computers per
1000 people in the USA and in the UK, respectively. Today those figures are around 580
and 441. Between 1985 and 2000, figures in these categories for all of Europe went from
14.3 to 248.9, and for the world as a whole from 7.8 to 90.3 (CI 1999). This pattern of
invasion, and implicitly of colonisation (Habermas 1987) of the everyday world by TV and
the PC is also significant in cultures and other regions of the world other than the

industrialised West where the phenomenon is most obvious (Castells 2000).

However, the ways in which individuals, families, organisations, societies and humanity as
whole is to respond or, more rigorously, to correspond (Heidegger 1977) to the growing
pervasiveness of this new technology seems to be still far from clear. This investigation
contends that the path of IT for the last half-century justifies the continuing need for a
fundamental addressing of the cardinal question about the essential nature of IT. We submit
that phenomenology offers a novel and relevant way of doing it, because it is a method of
investigation designed to give access to the essence of phenomena (Husserl 1964, 1962,
1970; Heidegger 1962, 1978, 1977).

This dissertation aims to provide a better understanding of us through an inquiry into the
significance of our increasing engagement with IT. Within this broad theme, and taking
into account the contours that characterise the path of IT, in which it appears deeply
entangled with the phenomenon of strategy, the specific research question of this
investigation emerges: How does IT affect strategy? Acknowledging that the emerging of
this specific research question is already part of the elucidation of the fundamental nature
of IT, we will enter a full phenomenological analysis of the phenomena of IT, strategy and
of the relationships between them.

Our investigation thus locates itself within the phenomenological tradition of the social
sciences, aiming at an improved understanding of the human experience, and whose
foundational references are Edmund Husserl (1859-1931), Martin Heidegger (1889-1976),
and Maurice Merleau-Ponty (1907-1961).

Phenomenology, as a method of investigation, is currently used in a wide range of fields,
such as anthropology, sociology, history, management, design, media, psychiatry, biology,
mathematics, philosophy, and so forth. It has also been used in IS research (e.g., Boland
1978, 1983, 1985, 1991, 1993; Boland and Day 1989; Ciborra 1997; Dreyfus 1982, 1992,
1996; Winograd and Flores 1986; Zuboff 1988; Introna 1997, 1993; Haynes 1997; Kjaer
and Madsen 1995; Porra 1999; Introna and Ilharco 2000). However, all these IS studies but
the last one, use the phenomenological method in combination with other approaches, to
some extent. This dissertation, in contrast, applies the phenomenological method in its

-12 -



traditional manner—exclusively > . In doing this, it seeks to follow a Boland’s
recommendation in that “[p]henomenology is a preferred method for the study of
information system not because it is exciting (which it is) nor because it is easy (which it
isn’t), but because it offers the best prospect for helping us understand their actual operation

and significance” (Boland 1985:200; parentheses from the original).

For the last two decades IS researchers have argued for the need for using qualitative
approaches, such as action research, ethnomethodology, and phenomenology, to
complement quantitative approaches. In the 1980s most of the IS articles published in the
leading journals of the field reported the results of quantitative studies (Lacity and Janson
1994). In the 1990s the qualitative researches gained some ground. Although other reasons
apply, such as the tradition of the supremacy of exact sciences’ methods, this disparity may
be attributed to some unfamiliarity of the IS community, and indeed of a substantial part of
the academic community, with qualitative approaches, particularly interpretive ones. For

the case of phenomenology this motive might indeed be a strong one.

Phenomenology is still too much attached to its philosophical origins, namely the works of
Husserl, Heidegger, and Merleau-Ponty. Yet this philosophical birth is characteristic not
only of phenomenology but of all new scientific endeavours (Searle 1999). For the case of
phenomenology, as Sanders (1982) commented when using phenomenology in
organisational research, the relative newness of the technique, its dense and complex
technical terminology, and the apparent absence of precise methodological procedures,
contributed to impair a widespread usage of the method in many fields of the social

sciences.

Phenomenology’s cardinal works, namely Husserl” Cartesian Meditations (1995), and The
Crisis of European Sciences and Transcendental Phenomenology (1970), Heidegger’s
Being and Time (1962), and Merleaw-Ponty’s Phenomenology of Perception (1962), do not
give explicit and systematic accounts of the phenomenological methods applied. To a great
extent the phenomenological technical terminology and central notions are presented only
in their application within specific research issues. This critique is valid for the works of the
phenomenological movement as a whole, which makes it difficult, if not impossible, for a
contemporary researcher to have a sound and precise phenomenological method of
investigation to base his investigations without thoroughly have gone through at least a few

phenomenological chief works.

Yet, the phenomenological method of investigation almost for all the 20" century seems to
have been a clarified and unproblematic issue among phenomenologists. Its phases and
technical notions were part of the shared background of the phenomenological movement,

on the basis of which researchers address different problems and issues. It was Herbert

* As far as we know, this investigation would be the first Ph.D. effort in the IS field of research which applies the
phenomenological method in its traditional manner, and without any other complementary methodological
approach.
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Spiegelberg (1904- ), in the 1990s, with the work The Phenomenological Movement: A
Historical Introduction (Spiegelberg 1994), who firstly attempted a clear and systematic
presentation of the several phases, and their respective steps, of the phenomenological
method of investigation.® Unquestionable valuable (Biemel 1980, Mays in Hamrick 1985),
this work of Spiegelberg presents a formal account of the phenomenological method as it
was firstly developed by Husserl and later on changed slightly by Heidegger.

As many other methodological procedures the phenomenological method has a core of
central traits, which have been used in all phenomenological investigations. On accounts of
the specific issue under inquiry, other features might be used as they show up useful to the
investigation. We follow the traditional phenomenological method, making the options we
consider more appropriate and beneficial for a phenomenological investigation to be
pursued in the IS field of research. So, within this broad context, we hope our exclusively
phenomenological approach will provide a significant methodological contribution to the IS
field.

To answer our research questions phenomenologically implies not only the application of
its method of investigation to IT and strategy, but also a need of making explicit the
background assumptions on which our inquiry relies. While hiding in themselves core
ontological and epistemological claims, the background assumptions must provide sound
and consistent foundations for the path to be travelled.

This investigation is based ontologically on Heidegger's phenomenological investigations
into humanness, the remarkable Being and Time (Heidegger 1962), and on subsequent
theoretical developments his work has had in social sciences. The theoretical foundations of
the investigation are complemented by the biological theory of autopoiesis, which has been
developed since the 1980s by Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela (Maturana and
Varela 1980, 1992). Autopoiesis is taken as a paradigmatic development in social sciences,
fundamentally consistent with Heidegger’s findings. We claim that these foundations open

the possibility for accessing the phenomena of IT and strategy in new meaningful ways.

The dissertation moves in a context of fundamentally thinking about IT, admitting both the
value-owning of technology and the relevance of human agency. This perspective belongs
to a Western tradition of thinking about technology whose main references are the
Frankfurt School in the 1920s, Oswald Spengler (1880-1936), Ernst Jiinger (1895-1998),
Heidegger, Marshall McLuhan (1911-1980), Jacques Hlul (1911-1980), and more recently

* Herbert Spiegelberg is a reference of contemporary phenomenology. He was born in Strasbourg in 1904 and
studied in Freiburg for one semester with Husserl. He wrote a doctoral dissertation that appeared in the last volume
of the Jahrbuch fiir Philosophie und phdnomenologische Forschung (1913-1930)—Yearbook of Philosophy and
Phenomenological Research, under the direction of Husserl. Walter Biemel in Encyclopaedia Britannica
(1980:630) classifies Spiegelberg’s Phenomenological Movement (1994) as the “movement’s first encompassing
historical presentation”. Wolfe Mays (Hamrick 1985:viii) considers Spiegelberg’s reference work as an
accomplishment that continues to “serve well into the 21" century”.
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Jirgen Habermas, Albert Borgmann, Hubert Dreyfus, Michael Zimmerman, Don Ihde,

Langdon Winner, Lucas Introna, and others.

From a wider perspective this investigation belongs to the context of social sciences, in
which there has been growing a century-old tide towards overcoming the Cartesian split
that has dominated philosophical and scientific inquiries since the 16 century. Our
matching of Heidegger and autopoiesis, which intends to progress on that growing course,
is thus rooted in an intellectual tradition of Western thought whose central references in the
20t century are, besides Husserl, Heidegger, and MerleauwPonty, referred to above as
founders of the phenomenological tradition of the social sciences, Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-
1980), Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889-1951), William James (1842-1910), John Dewey (1859-
1952), Emmanuel Levinas (1906-1995), and others.

The dissertation is divided in Part I — Grounding, which has two chapters, and Part II —

Development, which has four chapters, and the Appendices to Part I.

In Part I, Chapter 1 reviews relevant literature on the path of IT for the last fifty years, and
claims the pertinence of an ontological grounding for the investigation into IT and strategy
to proceed. Chapter 2, in Part I, introduces phenomenology, characterises its key concepts,
and presents the method of investigation to be applied. The Appendices to Part I introduce
Heidegger’s (1962) findings on humanness, and Maturana and Varela’s (1980, 1992)
theoretical biology; they also show that these two bodies of theory are ontologically and

epistemologically consistent.

In Part II, Chapter 3 matches and develops those two bodies of theory in what concerns
issues particularly relevant for our quest, such as action meaning, information, and
knowledge. Chapters 4 and 5, taking into account the ontology and the theoretical
development on which the investigation relies, present our phenomenological account of IT
and strategy, respectively. Finally, Chapter 6 concludes by bringing together our answers to
the research questions presented throughout the dissertation, centred around the key enquiry
How does IT affect strategy?, and expands into the theme of the empirical implications and

consequences of our findings.

Our analysis aims at giving an essential account of the phenomena of IT and strategy, as
they are, in their very ITness and strategyness. We follow Heidegger’s argument in that
these phenomena will only show themselves as IT and as strategy in their very working in
the world, where they are what they are. This dissertation shows that this kind of
phenomenological analysis provides many insights about the ITness of IT and the
strategyness of strategy that cannot be gained through any other method of investigation. It
also shows that, although phenomenology is not itself empirical, its results have many

important implications for the empirical world.
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Part I
GROUNDING
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Chapter 1
An Ontological Grounding
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The sun is the prince of shadow.
André, 3 (1998)

To set forth something presupposes much more. “Every inquiry is a seeking. Every seeking
gets guided beforehand by what is sought” (Heidegger 1962:24). The way in which we
previously grasped and experienced what is sought is grounded on implicit ontological and
epistemological assumptions. These fundamental beliefs on the nature of world, man, and
knowledge prepare from the start the kind of findings any seeking can achieve (Heidegger
1962, 1978, 1982, 1984, Merleau-Ponty 1992, Husserl 1970, 1970b, 1982). This means
that a full uncovering of what is sought must make explicit the ontological and

epistemological basis on which it relies.

This investigation is guided beforehand by an already experienced need of clarifying the
relationships between the phenomena of IT and strategy. This chapter is designed to clarify
the way in which this problem showed up to us, and the grounds on which it will be dealt

with in this investigation.

In section /.1. An Ontic Account of IT we establish the contours and the relevance of the
problem addressed, by reviewing important literature on the trajectory of IT in
organisations over the past half century. This review encompasses key concepts,
techniques and methodologies in their accepted usage within IS and management research.
It addresses multiple aspects of the phenomena of IT and strategy strictly from an ontic
perspective—that is, taking at face value the notions of strategy referred, and accounting
for the functioning of IT within the empirical handling of the this-ness or that-ness of a PC,
TV, or any other IT device. No fundamental inquiry into the nature of IT or strategy is

performed at this stage.

Section /.2. An Ontological Recovering claims the primacy of ontology over epistemology.
Trying to show the relevance of this movement for the investigation, we introduce key

ontological claims of our thesis. By making explicit what is presupposed on the nature of

* On a late afternoon in 1998 as the sun set in the city of Lisbon, my wife was driving home in her car. Our 3-year
old son, André, sat on the back seat, looking out of the window. As my wife drove through a tiny entanglement of
streets and small hills, the rays of the sun and the shadows alternated as the car moved. This led André to exclaim,
in his Portuguese mother tongue, the expression used as the introductory quotation of this Chapter: ‘O sol é o
principe da sombra”. This is one of four references in our dissertation to conversations and sayings of our children,
Ana and André. They are included not because of who they are, which for me would be quite enough, but because
the words and behaviour of children can highlight with striking simplicity the essential contours of the kind of being
we ourselv es are—and the search for those contours lies at the heart of the theoretical foundations on which this
investigation relies. Our younger son, Fernando, is by now 2 months old, and besides the world my wife, Ana,
André, and I share with him in his ohé&-ohé and always surprising behaviour of absorbing practices and
comportment, I want to refer those involving first smiles he presented us while in his second week of life. By the
end of this chapter we return within a deeper context to Andre’s opening quotation.
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world and man, we move away from the taken-for-granted assumptions that characterise
the ‘hatural attitude” (Husserl 1970), which pre-empt us from accessing the phenomena
addressed in their essential nature. This outset opens up a way for a fundamental account
of IT and strategy.

Our ontological recovering and the way in which the contours of the problem addressed
emerge in section 1.1. consistently support the pertinence of this investigation being a
phenomenological one. Section 1.3. A Grounding Questioning analyses the meaning and
the ontological implications of our questioning, opening the way for a substantive
introduction of the theoretical basis of this investigation—Heidegger’s findings on

humanness and the biological theory of autopoiesis.

1.1. An Ontic Account of IT

The way IT transforms organisations, markets and everyday lives has been a constant
preoccupation since the 1970s in management research in general, and in the IS field in
particular. Over US$4 trillion was invested in IT between 1960 and 1995 (Landauer 1995).
Capital improvements and maintenance now consume over US$1 trillion a year (Gibbs
1997). The total figure for IT spending over the past forty years must now be around US$8
trillion. During this period, human activity in the world, in organisations in general and in

businesses in particular, have been adapting to this gigantic challenge.

However, a review of the literature about the introduction and appropriation of IT in
organisations over the past fifty years reveals no clear picture of the effects of IT on
strategy, on organisational structures, processes, or capabilities (Sauer and Yetton 1997,
Robey 1981, 1997, Markus and Robey 1988, Swanson 1987, Attewell and Rule 1984,
Huber 1984, Kling 1980). This literature implicitly begins and ends with the same basic
question, to which no consistent answer has been provided: What is IT?

The ways in which individuals, families, organisations, societies and humanity as a whole
are to respond or, more rigorously, to correspond (Heidegger 1977) to the growing
pervasiveness of this new technology seems to be still far from clear. This investigation
contends that the path of IT in organisations, reviewed below, justifies the continuing need
for a fundamental addressing of the cardinal question about the essential nature of IT.

Phenomenology will be shown to offer a novel and relevant way of doing it.

The use of computers in business started in the 1950s, but only became of widespread
relevance by the mid 1960s, with the introduction of multipurpose mainframe computers
in a substantial number of firms. Advances in processing speed, cheaper memory, more
reliable magnetic disc and tape storage, and better programming languages made
mainframes a viable option for many applications, in many organisations (Ward, Griffiths
and Whitmore 1990).
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The tide turned in favour of minicomputers in the early 1970s (Drury 1983). Ever-
increasing technological power and sophistication became available for a new generation of
applications. These targeted only clerical operations, so they weren’t initially of much
interest to management (Gibson and Nolan 1974, Nolan 1979). Computers typically entered
companies in an ad hoc manner (Galliers 1991, Somogyi and Galliers 1987, Hirschheim,
Earl, Feeney, and Lockett 1988, King and Kraemer 1984). The implicit, and sometimes
explicit, message was that technology itself would create the change. Strassman (1985)
showed this was indeed the case, but with outcomes that came about through many

unintended changes that did not deliver real business benefits to the companies involved.

As the PC became increasingly cheaper and more popular, with more and more applications
reaching the marketplace, IT penetrated organisations more deeply. According to
Anthony’s (1965) structure for information systems, these initial applications were strictly
operational: order processing, tracking shipping documents, vehicle scheduling and loading,
invoicing, sales and purchase ledgers, cost accounting, stock control, shop floor scheduling,
bill of materials, purchase orders, employee records, payroll, word processing, and so on. In
this stage, which Nolan called contagion (Gibson and Nolan 1974, Nolan 1979), IT was led
mainly by the high expectations of its users, without much management control. This is the
Ad hoc phase of the penetration of IT in organisations (refer to Table 1.1).

Table 1.1. The Five Phases of the Path of IT in Organisations

Phase Years Rationale
Ad Hoc 1960s/1970s IT enters the organisation and is used in ad hoc ways
Vertical mid 1960s/1970s IT accelerates and automates existent functions and tasks
Strategic late 1970s/to date IT is a facilitator of the implementation of strategy
Horizontal late 1980s/to date IT is an enabler for the redesign of the horizontal processes
Exploitative mid 1990s/to date No clear direction

Management took new and direct control over the introduction of the technology when IT-
related expenditure increased significantly (Earl 1989). For a decade from the late 1960s, IT
became more of a cost concern, so was kept under increasingly close monitoring as
companies targeted the use of their mw systems at bringing greater efficiency to current
operations, within existing vertical hierarchical structures. Business processes and the
functions and tasks of managers and other professionals remained as they were, except that
the computer accelerated and automated many of them. For example, computers could
calculate and print an invoice in seconds. This approach is indentified as the Vertical

alignment phase.
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In the late 1970s/early 1980s, management were particularly concerned both about the
control of costs and the need to ensure that IT projects would show a measurable return.
Managers noticed that vast amounts of information about customers, suppliers, transactions,
people, money, materials, and other factors were stored in computers all over the
organisation. This seemed to open substantial opportunities for using new computer
applications to improve the business. The prospects seemed very high, both at the level of
control—sales analysis, budgetary control, management accounting, inventory manage ment,
quality analysis, expense reporting, supplier analysis, etc.—and at the level of planning,
such as in sales forecasting, operating plans, capacity planning, profit/earnings' forecasts,

business- mix analysis, manpower planning, and financial modelling.

As computing costs continued to rise, there soon emerged a transition point: the integration
of systems and databases for the benefit of the business. This point, where control and
integration were directed to meet the interests of management better, marks the passage
from the stage of control to the stage of integration in Nolan’s 1979 model. It has also been
identified as the transition from a data processing to a management information systems
(MIS) era (Galliers 1991). “In essence it is a fundamental change in how IS/IT resources
are to be managed, and how the role of IS/IT in the organisation is to be evaluated” (Ward
et. al. 1990:5).

The promise of MIS was enthusiastically received (Ackoff 1967), but it has not lived up to
expectations (Introna 1997). As systems and data bases were increasingly integrated, the
volumes of data reaching management desks soared; Ackoff (1967:B148) observed: “I have
seen a daily stock status report that consists of approximately six hundred pages of
computer printout. The report is circulated daily across managers' desks”. Despite huge
investments in IT, managers were amassing irrelevant data, while struggling to find
relevant information (Wiseman 1985).

The MIS vision did not reflect reality because the structures, norms, routines, behaviour,
and attitudes of the traditional organisation did not match the unknown logic of how the
new technology operated. Previously computerless organisations were simply not coping
with the informatisation of their processes, functions, and tasks (Davenport 1993, Hammer
1990, Hammer and Champy 1993). In addition, the complexity of the real world was not
captured accurately in the models that had made a considerable impact on the design of the
IS/IT function, of which Nolan’s was the most influential (Drury 1983). Wiseman (1985)
suggested that the widespread use of Nolan’s model inhibited a wider strategic use of IT
until the late 1980s.

In what has traditionally been called the MIS period, the application of IT in business
continued to be introduced mainly under the rationale of vertical alignment. Yet a new
approach to the phenomenon of IT in organisations was gaining ground. Business
competitiveness was taken as the key driver of the acquisition and absorption of IT

(McFarlan 1984). Management tried to ensure this happened by attributing to IT the role of
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facilitating the implementation of business and corporate strategies. Many techniques were
proposed in order to achieve the desired result, including: competitive forces analysis
(Porter 1980, Porter 1985, Porter and Millar 1985, Cash and Konsynski 1985), critical
success factors (Rockart 1979), value chain analysis (Porter 1985, Porter and Millar 1985),
strategic grid of applications (McFarlan 1984), the Nolan/Seven Ss model (Sutherland and
Galliers 1989, Galliers and Sutherland 1991), industry and product life cycle (Synnot 1987,
Higgins 1985), business portfolio analysis (Ansoff 1968), generic business strategies
(Porter 1980, Wyman 1985, Large 1986, Porter and Millar 1985, Parsons 1983), accessing
IS opportunities (Rackoff, Wiseman and Ullrich 1985), the resources/potential model
(McLaughlin, Howe, and Cash 1983), and resource life cycle analysis (Ives and Learmonth
1984).

Among these techniques, the competitive forces' analysis gained widespread management
attention. The introduction of this analysis to the IS field applies the work of Porter (1980,
1985) to the deployment of IT to business competition. It focuses the attention of managers
on the use of IT to improve the firm’s positioning in relation to the five competitive forces
identified by Porter, through a trying of answering questions as such: How would IS/IT
raise the barriers to entry, or reduce them for the case of a new entrant? How can IS/IT help
to tie-in customers? How can IS/IT change the basis of competition? How can IS/IT alter
the balance of power between the firm and its suppliers? How can IS/IT generate new

products?

Many experiences with IT implementations that were examined from this perspective
provided classic, extensively-documented case studies of successful strategic alignment of
IS/IT (Large 1986, Wyman 1985, Wiseman 1985, Ward et al. 1990). These include: the
SABRE reservation system of American Airlines (AA); the direct terminal based ordering
system of American Hospital Supplies (AHS); Thomson Holidays’ high street booking
system; Merryl Lynch’s cash management account system; the stock management hand-
held terminal system provided by McKesson to pharmacists and druggists; and the

telemarketing support centre of General Tire.

The analyses and logic underlying models offering a linear and clear alignment of IT with
strategy were captured in Earl’s (1989) proposal that business strategy determines
information needs, and these needs in turn determine hardware and software options. Earl’s
1989 model starts by expecting business strategy to determine the kind of information the
company needed, in order to establish directions for the handling of IT. Then, the model
identifies as IS strategy the function that determines the response to the business strategy in
terms of the main general IS/IT requirements, such as the kinds of applications to be
implemented, their features and priorities, and the overall IT acquisitions policy. Lederer
and Sethi (1988:445) describe this as “the process of deciding the objectives of
organizational computing and identifying potential computer applications which the

organization should implement”. IS strategy, in its turn, determined the needs and priorities
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for the effective technological delivery at a second level in the IS/IT spectrum: the IT
strategy. The question of how IT can help to implement strategy was concretely answered
in hardware and software terms at a third level. In summary, this model claims that
business strategy sets the directions; IS strategy establishes the demand of information; and,
IT strategy delivers the technologies of support. The model is the paradigm of the Strategic
alignment phase.

That IT should be aligned with the business makes such an obvious sense that strategic
alignments models have rarely been questioned up to the early 1990s (Sauer and Yetton
1997). Was anything wrong with that solution? At a general level, any competitive
advantage gained when it worked well was quickly eroded because the approach was soon
copied. IS/IT then became a common baseline for competition in an industry. What had
seemed to be a competitive advantage turned out to be a new basic condition for competing

in a particular business sector. However, something was also going wrong at a deeper level.

The strategic alignment ideal did not take into account the direct and significant impact IT
was having on business and corporate strategies, for example by changing industries’
boundaries, market segmentation, geographic areas of competition, and cost/differentiation
trade-offs. Vital business options were being affected by IT directly, without managers’
explicit attention. It had became difficult to separate IS/IT strategies from business strategy
per se (Ward and Griffiths 1996). The IS strategy function was not really being aligned by
business strategy; IS was actually becoming an aspect of the business strategy (Galliers
1993). In many cases, it would be more correct to say that it was the IS strategy that was
aligning both business and IT strategies. IT not only had a strategic impact, but could be

said to have become the strategy itself.

This unresolved attempt to align I'T/IS and business strategies is still being addressed, and
might never have an answer if its key assumption that IT is essentially a tool remains
unquestioned. When IT is seen as a tool, and nothing but a tool, it is supposed to be aligned
with corporate and business strategies. This pre-empts IT from being already-in the
organisation, because alignment means bringing into submission what is strange and
foreign to the organisation, whose identity must be established before the alignment can

take place. But, paraphrasing Heidegger (1977), suppose IT is not merely a tool?

In some cases the strategic alignment model seemed to have worked the way it was
supposed to; but its success proved difficult to be copied fully. This puzzle was clarified to
some extent by the time the notion of IS strategic alignment was formally introduced in the
literature, through the study carried out by the MIT project Management in the Nineties
(Scott-Morton 1991). This argued that the overall effectiveness of the new technology “will
be seriously slowed down if we do not invest in learning about change and its management
in the context of IT” (Benjamin and Scott-Morton 1992:138). These themes of
organisational implementation and the management of change in the context of IT gained
widespread prominence in the 1990 (Galliers 1993). Earl (1996) revised his model of
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strategic alignment to bring organisational and personal contexts to the intricate set of
linkages that accounts for the effective absorption of IT by the organisation. The major
novelty of Earl’s new proposal was that the model was not prescriptive, but observational.
The model identifies key factors that must be taken into account when trying to integrate
IS/IT and the organisation.

The effective use of IT in business has for long been related to the subject of the
management of change (Pettigrew and Whipp 1993, Applegate, Cash, and Mills 1988). IT-
induced change in organisations can take place at distinct levels—operational, tactical, and
strategic—which tend to accumulate and radicalise as organisations realise and absorb more
and more of the potentialities and capabilities of IT, as well as IT hardware and software
(Venkatraman 1991, Davenport 1993). Despite the formulation of many blueprints on
change management, little attention was given to the issue of the fundamental nature of the

phenomenon that was, and is, inducing the change.

When it was becoming clear that strategy was incapable of satisfactorily aligning IT, a new
proposal appeared. Pioneered by the work of Hammer (1990), Hammer and Champy (1993)
and Davenport (1993), an extensive body of literature began to develop in the
reengineering, or the process redesign, approach to the introduction of IT in companies.
This view advocated that the traditional functionalist organisation, much in the manner of
Tayloristic management (Taylor 1914), was unfit to absorb IT. The proposal was to focus
on the needs of markets, that is, on the output of the company, and then taking into account
the possibilities and potentialities of IT to redesign the few cross-organisation horizontal
and central processes that constitute a company’s activity, such as order fulfilment, new
product development, or customer care. The organisation of work had to be thought anew,
using guidelines that often broke radically from traditional management and IS concepts.’
This is what we call the Horizontal phase.

Process redesign eventually had a relevant impact on organisations, which is still being felt
now. Nevertheless, the kind of change it promised was never fully realised in practice.
Process innovation involves thinking about ‘“organisation boundaries in new ways that
involve major, large-scale organisational change” (Davenport 1993:167). Both individuals
and organisations show organic resistance to change, on account of the structural need to
maintain themselves as they are, for themselves (Maturana and Varela 1980, 1992). Thus,
resistance to change slowed the impact of this proposal. Horizontal alignments cannot
escape the identity, culture, and specific situation of the organisation in which they are
supposed to take place. The resource-based approach explains this important limitation by

claiming that IT will provide sustainable competitive advantage only when the organisation

3 For example: information can appear simultaneously in as many places as it is needed; a generalist can do the
work of an expert; businesses can simultaneously reap the benefits of centralisation and decentralisation; decision-
making is part of everyone’s job; field personnel can send and receive information wherever they are; things tell
you where they are, and so forth (Hammer and Champy 1993:83-101).
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as a whole achieves a distinctive ability to use it (Mata, Fuerst, and Barney 1995).
Magalhaes (1999), who on IS grounds works out Ghoshal and Bartlett (1998) proposal on
the three vital processes that characterise the management of an organisation— the renewal,
the integration, and the entrepreneurial processes (ibid.)—stands for the same conclusion:

sustainable competitive advantage is founded on organisation wide IS implementation.

Here we should say that the five phases in which we organise the path of IT, obviously do
not apply within the same time frame to each and every organisation. Table 1.1 shows an
overview of the phenomenon at stake, and should be understood as indicative for the path
of IT in general. For the particular organisation each one of the phases referred might begin
and end somehow before or after the years stated. Furthermore, the intensity in which each
organisation is involved in a particular phase varies in accordance to the specificity of the
case.

From ad hoc entrance and vertical alignment, to strategic and horizontal alignments, IT’s
central message seems to be a call for organisations to transform themselves more or less
radically. Henderson and Venkatraman (1993) urged companies to transform themselves in
facing the new world that IT is bringing to business. Yet, as referred above, how an
organisation sees itself, and functions as a discrete entity, sets obvious limits to
transformations. Even if that were not the case, the key question would be: A

transformation towards what? On the grounds of what?

The conception of infrastructure might provide some help. While appealing to Heidegger’s
(1997) notion of Ge-stell,® as the essence of technology, Ciborra (1998, 1997) suggests the
concept of infrastructure better captures the relevance of IT in a contemporary business
environment. “Infrastructures as formative contexts show a pasted-up nature, and a
makeshift one, where old and new systems, artefacts and practices (automated and manual)
are tested, discarded, retrieved, collated and combined over time. Typically infrastructures
are subject to ‘shift and drift’ phenomena” (Ciborra 1998: 316; parentheses from the
original). The completion of IT projects tends to be delayed, which leads to their costs not
only tending to grow significantly, but also ending up with a quite different distribution
from the way in which costs were originally planned (Peppard 1993, Farbey, Land, and
Targett 1993). IT implementations completed according to plan seem to be exceptions to
the general rule. Yet, this conclusion tends to overlook that engineering-based projects in
general do not go according to plan. After all that is the most apparent reason for the rising

of modern management in a technological world.

This Exploitative phase of the impact of IT in business witnessed important transformations
in the late 1990s. The rankings on competitiveness suggested a widening gulf between new

“information and communication activities” (Chakravarthy 1997) and the more traditional

® The Heideggerian concept of Ge-stell, to be introduced in the Chapter 4, clarifies fundamental characteristics of
the IT infrastructure, which need to be taken into account in order to avoid an a priori excluding of the possibility
that IT aligns management.
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ones (Kahn 2000). Referring to the ranking ‘Fortune Global 500’ at the end of the 1990s,
Kahn (ibid.) commented that “companies in cutting-edge industries such as
telecommunications, computer technology, and pharmaceuticals again trumped those in
mature sectors such as steel, chemicals, and autos”. He added that “the two software
companies on the list [Global 500], Microsoft (n. 216) and Electonic Data Systems (n. 235),
made a combined [US]$8.2 billion [profit] in 1999. During the same period, the ten metal
firms in the Global 500 lost a total of [US]$245 million, one of the worst performances of
any industry.” Yet, in the mid-2000 the NADAQ index started a fall that wiped out 70 per
cent of its value in less than a year. This huge correction is followed by many dotcom
companies going out of business, mainly on account of not having clear business models.
Still, many leading Internet-based or related companies survived, and kept their positions in
the overall competitiveness rankings, such as Microsoft, Oracle, AOL, Amazon, SAP,
Yahoo, Cisco, Ebay, Sun, HP, and many others, namely telecommunications providers, and
mobile phones’ networks. This tells us that major changes took place outside existing
companies. In a Darwinian sense, the new companies being born were better adapted to a
new environment, much in the way Henderson (1989) suggests Darwinism is relevant to

business strategy.

By the time the dotcom bubble burst the tide of change had already reached the so-called
brick-and-mortar businesses, which were increasingly harnessing IT to achieve greater
productivity. Companies such as Merril Lynch, Toys r Us, WalMart, Barnes and Noble,
and many others attempted to transform their operations to support digital business models
(Kalakota and Robinson 2001). At the same time Internet-based companies started to look
to the strenghts of brick-and- mortar companies, namely the localised inventory, the in-store
shopping experience, the immediacy of buying, the service, so they might improve their
business models, which enhance infomediation, speed, personalised content, and
automation (ibid.). This state of affairs is currently captured in the so called click-and-brick
trend, a “hybrid online/offline business model incorporating both physical and online
business practices” (ibid.:82). Physical stores and ecommerce, face-to-face relationships
and Internet convenience, are now key factors for companies to try to involve and keep

their customers.

The Internet infrastructure and the ways in which it is being used as a distribution and a
relationship channel is questioning the traditional boundaries of many industries.
Chakravarthy (1997) contended that IT made many traditional industry boundaries
disappear in relation to information and communications activities, which are quickly
becoming the economical base of Western societies (ICT 2001, DE 2000). Chakravarthy
added (ibid:69): “coping with the resulting turbulence calls for a new approach to
competitive strategy”, whose primary driver should be context awareness and a “guiding
philosophy—a broad vision of the opportunities that the firm seeks to participate” (ibid.:82).

Success “in the end is determined by industry forces outside the firm’s control. ‘Go with
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the flow’ is not an inspiring strategy but perhaps the best a firm can do when confronted
with turbulence” (ibid.:81). No big, overarching plan is guiding the deployment of IT
(Ciborra 1998). “Actually the no plan/no strategy attitude seems to be most favourable to
let the directions and issues of Web use emerge: the process is not mature enough to be

managed; it is still a ‘discovering’ stage” (ibid.:324).

Nonetheless there are some key specific directions that seem to constitute the framework of
this discovering stage. Perhaps the most surprising of all is that apparently software is
turning into something close to a commodity. On account of IT’s growing complexity, the
scarcity of IT professionals, the need for companies to focus on their core business
processes, and the fast pace of technological change, companies have de facto opted for not
making but buying software (Kalakota and Robinson 2001). Complete package solutions
for the ITation/Internetisation of companies, such as those from SAP, Microsoft, Oracle,
Siebel, and PeopleSoft, have been experiencing double-digit rates of penetration in both
new and traditional businesses (ibid.). These solutions offer a technological infrastructure
but they do not offer per se the business value that companies are pursuing. Management
still has the crucial function of getting things done, that is, to integrate effectively those
solutions in the organisational structures and practices, and maximise the company’s profits.
This case is supporting the emergence of a new generation of software applications, mostly
focused on customer relationship management (CRM), and on extracting intelligence from
the huge amount of operational data generated by the IT infrastructure. This kind of
application envisages not only operations but strategic options of the firm, such as the
segmentation and fragmentation of markets, the customisation of products and services, the
differentiation of the services provided, a permanent and intense relationship with the

customer, the spotting of opportunities, and so forth.

As an indication of possible ways in which the absorption of IT could be enmeshed with the
revision of strategic doctrine, as pointed out in this section, it is relevant, very briefly, to
refer to recent developments in the military field. A quick review suggests that IT is deeply
implicated in some principles that may be forming a new body of theory around four
overarching themes: identity, immediacy, prevention, and initiative. These join at the
decisive kvel of IT and strategy, where the front-line is replaced by an identity that relies
on information and communication systems (Air-Land Battle USAF Manual, quoted in
Toffler 1993). Immediacy relates to the "come as you are" principle, which states that there
is no time to recognise threats gradually; recognition is response (Steele 1997). Prevention
is significant because the preliminary stages are taken as crucial; it is where the game is to
compete to define the rules of the game (Crawford 1997). The initiative dimension is

decisive; while attacking or defending who takes the initiative gains advantage (Nye and
Owens 1996, Arquilla and Ronfeldt 1997).

This analysis of relevant literature on the absorption of IT not only questions the assumed

fundamental nature of IT as tool, but points to some kind of a contextual role the new
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technology might have. The current discourse about IT developments, in which IT seems to
be creating a new reality, points to a possible background-ness that the phenomenon of IT

might embody.

After USS$ 8 trillion on capital investments and maintenance, “the benefits of IT continue to
be more potential than real for most organizations” (Sauer and Yetton 1997:27). One might
reasonably expect that the examples of major strategic gains from IT innovative
applications would be rather common. On the contrary, large-scale failures, such as the
London Stock Exchange’s ‘Taurus’ or AA’s ‘Confirm’, are much more common (Sauer
and Yetton 1997:28). Some of the widely known cases of success are strictly ex post

analysis.

Ciborra and Jelassi (1994) reconsidered some of the successful cases of IT strategic
alignment referred to above. They concluded that such cases emphasise the discrepancy
between ideal plans and the realities of implementation. For example, the AA’s SABRE
system was originally not conceived as a distribution channel to create entry barriers for
competitors while tying in travel agents, which is what it turned out to be. Instead, it was
planned to be a simple inventory management system addressing the relative inability of

AA, compared to other airlines, to monitor the inventory of seats available.

The SABRE case is illustrative of another important insufficiency of the strategic alignment
model: no one reallly knows why some initiatives apparently did succeed; not even the
organisation where it all took place. How else can we explain American Airlines’s
resounding failure with its Confirm project after the celebrated success of SABRE?
Confirm was an attempt to build a tourism reservations system to incorporate air travel,
hotels, and car rentals, which was abandoned after a three-and-a-half years at a cost of
[US]$125 million” (Sauer and Yetton 1997:xv).

The AHS initiative started as a local response to a single customer. An ad hoc solution,
firstly based on pre-punched cards, gradually emerged as the notion of linking all the
customer hospitals through touch-tone telephone lines. At McKesson’s, the former IS
manager admits that “behind the legend” there was a simply local initiative. The system
was not developed as a facilitator or an executor of business strategy; rather it was the
outcome of an evolutionary process which included the use of systems already in place. The
“conventional perspective on hierarchical MIS was not only responsible for initial neglect
of the new strategic applications within McKesson, but also, subsequently, slowed down
the company-wide learning process which could have led to the global redesign of
McKesson’s information system” (Ciborra and Jelassi 1994:11). Sauer and Burn (1997:93-
111) claim that institutuing “large numbers of small IT projects will maintain adaptiveness

better than implementing large, one-time strategic projects”.

In line with this critique the relevance of local practices in absorbing and exploring the

potentialities of IT has been pointed out as being central to an understanding of the strategic

-28 -



value of IT. Argyris (1987:103) argues that, at the point of action, information systems
“tend to reward concrete thinking, intuition, private verifiable rationality, closeness of the
individual case, and inferring personal responsibility from concrete specific process”. This
logic, which is comparable to that of Introna’s (1997) ‘involved manager’, needs to be
taken into account because the phenomenon of alignment is emerging from the field, and
not from the models (Ciborra 1998). Furthermore, Ciborra (ibid.) contends that local
practices and some characteristics of the IT infrastructure do not rule out the possibility that

technology is aligning management.

Coombs (1997:231-255) comes in support of this possibility. He claims that “IT can not be
known as such, as if it were a given and readily understandable object” (ibid.:252). Rather it
is made known through the deployment of initiatives, reports, consultants, vendors, ‘how
to’ guides, system development methodologies, academic texts, new hardware and software,
and so forth. That is, what IT is is grasped as it is absorbed by the professionals of the
organisation, and by its suppliers, partners and clients, in their practices, routines, and
particular involvement. All these aspects, within the continuous balance of power, shape IT
and are shaped by it. The phenomenon of IT does not have to do primarily with hardware
and software, “but with the way the organization is portrayed to the users through the terms
and concepts that the system employs as everyday language. These terms and portrayals of
reality actually create the reality” (ibid.:254). Coombs suggests that the most critical feature
for the absorption of IT by organisations is the picture of the organization that it requires

the user to accept. This picture affects compliance, resistance, and creativity (ibid.:255).

This contention is in line with the findings of our phenomenological investigation in what
concerns the fundamental nature of IT, whose essence will be shown to be deeply
enmeshed with our assumptions on reality as such. Ciborra (1997b) adds that as IT
becomes more and more integrated with the organisation its role seems to be that of
“collective cognitive scheme.” It is the sharing at a background level of this cognitive
scheme, by the people of the organisation and of its suppliers, partners, and clients, “that
allows managers to improvise effectively” (ibid.:274). As more and more organisations
become ITised, that is, as they increasingly share the IT cognitive scheme, it becomes
apparent that this new world of IT can generate competitive disadvantages for those who
are unable to absorb this particular and new cognitive scheme. The implications and the
nature of this challenge by now are anything but unclear. We hope the findings of this

investigation may provide some insight into this issue.

The evolution of IT in organisational contexts has been erratic (Ward and Griffiths 1996),
as indicated by this review of relevant literature. The field of IS might indeed be
experiencing a crisis, and stressing its receptivity for novel proposals toward a new
intellectual paradigm or tradition (Sauer and Yetton 1997).

Many shortcomings in the introduction of IT in organisations were largely predicted as

early as the late 1950s. For instance, Leavitt and Wisler (1958) warned of the coming needs
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of organisational transformation. Still in the early years of business computing, Ackoff
(1967) concluded that most information systems which had been put into operation had not
matched expectations, and some had been outright failures. He summarised what he found
to be the reasons for this: “I believe that near- and far- misses could have been avoided if
certain false (and usually implicit) assumptions on which many such systems have been

erected had not been made” (ibid:B147; parentheses from the original).

Ackoff (1967) identified five common and erroneous assumptions underlying the design of
most manage ment information systems: give them more (information); the manager needs
the information that he wants; give a manager the information he needs and his decision
making will improve; more communication means better performance; and, a manager does
not have to understand how an information system works, only how to use it. These
assumptions, in their turn, hid a deeper presupposition about the nature of knowledge,
action, and the world, based on the techno-functionalist paradigm (Burrell and Morgan
1979, Introna 1997), which epitomises the obsessive belief in the mechanistic rationality of
organisations (Sauer and Yetton 1997). In this, information is conceived a priori as an
object, and the manager is taken as a detached reflecting subject who is out of the every day

world of involvement, ambiguity, and power (Introna 1997).

The basic question of What is IT? therefore remains unanswered, forty years after it was
first raised. Most organisations that have introduced IT have so far assumed that the
technology & merely a tool. Yet, developments over the two last decades—referred to
above—have shown IT to be deeply entangled with the phenomenon of strategy, which is
apparently about being both affected by, and affecting, IT. This indicates that a sensible
approach to the issue of IT should take into account the phenomenon of strategy as well.
This need has been reflected in the call for, and delivery of, new and fundamental proposals
on the phenomenon of strategy (e.g., Von Krogh et al. 1994, Von Krogh and Roos 1995,
Schendel 1994, Prahalad and Hamel 1994, Hamel 1998).” These new perspectives on
strategy frequently refer explicitly to the new environment that IT is creating (e.g., Angell
and Smithson 1991, D’Aveni 1994, Schendel 1994, Prahalad and Hamel 1994, Hamel
1996).

This dissertation attempts to demonstrate the pertinence of continuing to address the
fundamental nature of IT as such, centred around the basic research question: How does IT
affect strategy? Such a focus is relevant both in terms of the review of the literature
presented above, and in relation to the historical fact that electronic and digital technology
is a relatively new phenomenon, about 50/60 years old, compared to the much older

phenomenon of strategy, which goes back over 2,500 years to ancient Greece (Mintzberg,

" The 1994 Summer special issue of SMJ sought contributions under the theme “Strategy: search for new
paradigms”. The editors appealed in particular for submissions that addressed non-traditional or new subjects, using
non-traditional methodologies, based on non-traditional intellectual grounds (SMJ 1994, vol.15, p.12).
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Quinn and Ghoshal 1998, Vasconcellos e Sa 1999)—and even further back into early
Chinese history (Jullien 1999, Sawyer 1994).

Hence, asking how IT affects strategy is a way of fundamentally addressing how IT is
emerging in the world. A suitable approach to this investigation is to rely, partly, on
examining that which IT is qua IT, and on that which strategy is qua strategy. This
dissertation tries to demonstrate the power of the phenomenological method of
investigation as an appropriate way to proceed with such an inquiry, because the method

was designed to give access to the essence of phenomena.

1.2. An Ontological Recovering

The above section started us on our quest to find out how IT affects strategy. In order to do
that we intend to uncover what IT is in the world in which we are what we are, as well as
uncovering strategy as such. Chapter 2 describes in detail how we apply the
phenomenological method in this dissertation, having that end in view. This is intended to
offer a fresh approach to the phenomena of IT and strategy by trying to recover the most
basic and initial experiencing that enables these phenomena to be recognised as that which
they are.

Descriptions of IT and strategy, and further elaboration on the essence and appearances of
these phenomena, necessarily proceed against a background of intelligibility. It is this
background that enables us to bring to our explicit attention the phenomena of IT and
strategy. As such, the kind of background on which we rely, that is, the ontological and
epistemological assumptions on which the investigation is based, decisively shapes the
inquiry.

In each and every beginning, what is implied, mainly, is ontology—not only epistemology.
Therefore, to start something presupposes some kind of a previous idea of what we are
starting and where are we going, otherwise how would we know we have started
something? It also assumes something more fundamental: that we already have an
understanding that we are and that we know—in the Heideggerian (1962) sense of having
competence over Being.® Only the primacy of this understanding, acting as a background,
makes it possible for us to start something.

What do we mean by the we who start? By starting itself? By something that is started?

These questions have been answered, mostly in implicit ways, by the Western intellectual

¥ We follow the wording introduced in 1962 by Macquarrie and Robinson’s translation of Heidegger’s Sein und Zeit
(1927). Being (with a capital B) is not an entity in the sense of what a being (small b) is. Heidegger distinguishes
between that which a being is (das Seiende; I’étant in French; o ente in Portuguese), and the Being of beings (das
Sein des Seienden; [’étre; o ser—the to be). Being is not a being, but “what marks beings out as beings rather than
non-beings - what makes the difference, so to speak, between something and nothing” (Polt 1999:3). Being is “that
which determines entities as entities, that on the basis of which entities are already understood, however we may
discuss them in detail” (Heidegger 1962:26). Being is the ontological difference (Heidegger 1982:17).

231 -



tradition for more than 2,000 years. Since the ancient Greeks, an implicitly assumed nature
of that which is has obscured the fundamental question of the meaning of Being (Heidegger
1962:19-35). This covering up happens not because the question was not, or is not,
addressed or answered; on the contrary, it happens because the question is taken as being
solved from the very start:
“‘Being’ has been presupposed in all ontology up till now, but not as a concept at one’s
disposal—not as the sort of thing we are seeking. This ‘presupposing’ of Being has
rather the character of taking a look at it beforehand, so that in the light of it the entities
presented to us get provisionally Articulated in their Being. This guiding activity of
taking a look at Being arises from the average understanding of Being in which we

always operate and which in the end belongs to the essential constitution of Dasein’
itself’ (Heidegger 1962:27-8).

The kind of questioning indicated above is usually taken by the Western intellectual

tradition— from Plato (428-347 BC) and Aristotle (384-322 BC), to Descartes (1596-1650),
Kant (1724-1804), and Hegel (1770-1831)—as a necessary ingredient in making explicit
basic epistemological assumptions. This emphasis on epistemological issues obscured the
more fundamental ontological questioning: the quest for the nature of that which is. Such
questioning is vital, because before the nature of knowledge is interrogated, an explicit or
implicit fundamental position on the nature of the world and on what it means to be human
must already be in place. Before any inquiry starts, therefore, one should bring forth the

ontological foundations on which the epistemological claims of what knowledge is and how
it can be acquired base themselves.

Widely-used definitions of ontology describe it as “a branch of metaphysics concerned with
the nature and relations of being; a particular theory about the nature of being or the kinds
of existents” (MW '°) and “the theory or study of being as such, ie., of the basic
characteristics of all reality” (EB''). These definitions now constitute a consensual
understanding of the ontological theme as being rooted in the historicity of mankind and in

its tradition.

However, this tradition misallocates the place of ontology by making it a forgotten question
from the start (Heidegger 1962). This in part is the motive for the word ontology to be a
relatively recent one. It was coined as an English word only in the 17 century (EB). A
century later, the German rationalist philosopher Christian Wolf (1679-1754) started to
promote the current meaning of ontology (EB). Yet is was in the 20" century, mainly with

the work of Heidegger, that ontology gained new relevance.

® Dasein (in German the word means literally being there) is Heidegger’s technical concept for ‘human being’—
human way of being—*a term which is purely an expression of its Being” (Heidegger 1962:33). Dasein, a core term
of Being and Time, is nowadays an untranslated and used concept in academic and scientific domains. The notion of
Dasein is presented in detail in Appendix A.

'MW Merriam-Webster Dictionary, http://www.m-c.com, December 1999 June 2001.

''EB Encyclopaedia Britannica, http://www .britannica.com, December 1999 - June 2001.
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In his approach, Heidegger promised no less than “a destruction of the history of ontology”
(Heidegger 1962:41-48). This destruction was meant as a renewing, a re-awakening, of that
which was not being thought anymore—the meaning of Being. It was not a negative
destruction, but a neutral, “ultimately constructive” attempt to open up the grounding of the
most fundamental question of all: the meaning of Being (Stambaugh in Heidegger 1978:63
fn). By doing this, Heidegger undercut the philosophical tradition of the Western world
because he showed that the epistemology on which it was based—the metaphysics of
actualitas (Heidegger 1984: 56)'% and of Presence (Polt 1999:5,38,70)—can, and should,
be re-thought.

At the heart of this new approach was the questioning of assumptions already in place when
addressing knowledge. The decisive character of ontological positions, either explicitly or
implicitly assumed, can be verified by a phenomenological account of the etymology of the
Greek roots of the word ontology. Its two components onto- and -logy evolved from the
ancient Greek words onta and logos, respectively. The modern Greek word for ontology is
ontologia (GEG), which is also the New Latin word from which the actual English word
ontology is supposed to have evolved “circa 172171* (MW).

For the ancient Greeks, onta meant the decisive character—the decisiveness—of the that-
which-is-ness of the matter in question. The expression onta was used as a qualifier in truth
of something else. It referred to something more than itself, which within the domain of

onta was revealed as decisive because it was the real, the truth.

Logos'? signified the reason, the ratio, that which the talk is about, the underlying subject-
matter to which, according to Heidegger (1962:58), “one addresses oneself and which one
discusses (...). It is thus the ‘ground’ or ‘reason’ for telling it” (ibid.:58 fnl). In logos, that
which is exhibited is nothing else than the ‘subject-matter’ which, as present-at-hand,
already lies at the bottom (...) of any procedure of addressing oneself to it or discussing it,
[so] ‘logos’ as ‘that which is laid out” means the ground, the ratio”. Thus, logos stands for a
relationship, just as onta does. In the word ontology, logos is a grounding directed in this

relationship towards that which is as decisive.

The fact that logos is an element of the word ontology—or of what could have been the

ancient Greek word ontalogos’>—is a confirmation of the decisiveness of that which is,

"2 “The Greek is shut away, and to the present day the world appears only in Roman type. Actualitas becomes
Wircklichkeit (reality)” (Heidegger 1984:56).

3 Classic Latin does not have the word ontologia (Torrinha 1942). New Latin adopted it from the ancient Greek
language.

" The ancient Greek word logos is at the etymological roots of the English words ontology, phenomenology, and
technology—three of the most relevant notions of this investigation.

"> Herodutus and Pausanias used the expression onta logos to mean ‘true story’. Herodutus (1.95) wrote “ton eonta
legein”, which is translated as “the truth of the matter”. Pausanias (1.41.5) uses the expression to mean that the true
story was hidden: “alla gar ton onta logon hoi Megareis eidotes epikruptousin” / “The fact is that the Megarians
know the true story but conceal it” (Crane 2000; ours underlining).
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revealed as a grounding. This grounding that uncovers the nature of that which is, is thus
decisive because it shows the real in its very decisiveness. So, ontology is the enunciation,
the articulation, the disclosure of what is that which is: decisiveness.

Heidegger (1962) brought back the ontological decisiveness to the centre of Western
thought. This fundamentally challenged traditional epistemological groundings by showing
something more basic, i.e. the ontological quest. Levinas sharply reconsiders the
epistemological quest at the light of the ontological decisiveness:

“That knowledge should need a criterion at all presupposes that truth is not identical to

all that is known and that the course of things can fail to correspond with the course of

thought. "How does knowledge correspond to being?" is a more profound formulation
of the problem of knowledge” (Levinas 1996:11-12).

That knowledge can be certain means that it can be uncertain. This asserts the logical need
to address that which is, as itself is, i1.e., in truth. Thus, ontology as the study of that which
is gains a decisive primacy over epistemology. Ontology necessarily precedes epistemology
because that which knowledge is presupposes an already implicit concept of that which the
knower is, and of that which the known is (Heidegger 1962:254; Polt 1999:80; Dreyfus
1991:3,45-6; Levinas 1996:11-15). Ontology is the base, the foundation that shapes the
stances taken on epistemology, just as the latter is the basic foundation of investigations of

particular domains of human activity in the world.

Ontology is the thinking, the reflection, the opening up; the taking of a stand on the most
primary and fundamental nature of that which is. While this is not a proper place to try to
present Heidegger’s full argumentation on this matter, his key claims need to be presented

because they serve as foundational assumptions for this investigation. '°

“Why are there beings at all, and not rather nothing?” The question ends the text “What is
Metaphysics?” (Heidegger 1978:89-110) and opens An Introduction to Metaphysics
(Heidegger 1959). At stake here is not the search for any possible answer—whose plausible
impossibility is bounded by that which we most essentially are—but the understanding of
Being already implied in the interrogation. The question is the clue: “understanding of

Being is itself a definitive characteristic of Dasein’s Being” (Heidegger 1962:32).

That Dasein, the human way of being, is understood as a ‘Being ontological’ should not be
assumed as an already in place ontology. Heidegger wants to clarify this always and already
understanding of Being as something pre-ontological, neither something only considered
on ontic realms, nor something fully taken as ontological. Pre-ontological means precisely
“being in such a way that one has an understanding of Being” (Heidegger 1962:32). This
pre-understanding is not ontology itself, but rather a disposition, or a will, towards an

ontology of entities.

'® In Appendix A we offer a review of Heidegger’s phenomenological findings on humanness, along a path that
addresses our research question.
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Heidegger’s Being and Time was meant to address the question of the meaning of Being,
but it was never completed'’. In Being and Time, Heidegger takes the human being—i.e.,
the human way of being—as the being that must be questioned'®. Heidegger acknowledges
that the question of the meaning of Being is obscure and without direction. It is a question
that has been skipped since the dawn of ancient Greek philosophy.

Heidegger (1962, 1984, 1978) traces back the contemporary understanding of Being to the
ancient Greek thinkers Parmenides (c.515 BC - ?), Plato, and Aristotle. He explains that our
understanding of Being, implicit in the way we are in the world, is restricted to a particular
significance which has been established historically. We inherited the ancient Greek notion
that we can obtain theoretical knowledge of every domain of human activity, as well as the
underlying assumption that the theoretical perspective is superior to the involved one
(Dreyfus 1991:6). This is the Western manner of relating Being to nothingness. It goes back
over 2,500 years, to the texts of Parmenides and to some extent to those of Heraclitus
(c.540 BC - ¢.480 BO).

Heidegger shows that the ancient interpretation of the Being of beings, on which
Parmenides relied, was oriented towards the ‘world’ and ‘nature’, gaining its proper sense
from ‘time’. This horizon of time enables Being to be understood as ‘presence’, that is,
“with regard to a definite mode of time, the present” (Heidegger 1978:70). This notion of
‘pure being at hand’ (Vorhandenheit)—being as thatness, as something isolated,
decontextualised, under observation—was the one assumed by Parmenides. Our current

understanding of Being has its roots precisely in this Greek heritage.

The is-ness of that which is was addressed by ancient Greek philosophy mainly in the
problem of change. Parmenides took one side, Heraclitus the other'®. Heraclitus was born
circa 540 BC, in Epheseus, North of Miletus, and died circa 480 BC. He argued that fire
forms the basic material principle of an orderly universe characterised by change. It is
change that is real; permanence is only apparent. His ideas survive in the brief fragments
quoted and attributed to him by later Greek authors.

Heraclitus might have introduced the word logos in ancient Greek philosophy: listen not to
me but to the logos (Heraclitus in Heidegger 1984:59-78). Heraclitus claimed that most
men failed to understand the logos—the universal principle through which all things are

interrelated and all natural events occur—and thus lived like dreamers with a false view of

' The Third Division of Part One and Part Two of Being and Time (Heidegger 1962:64) never appeared. Some of
Heidegger’s later writings—Heidegger 1969, 1972—are clues into the kind of analysis he intended to do in the
remaining parts of the treatise.

'® The human being is not taken as simply a clue or a possibility with regard to the questioning of Being, but as the

right way into it, because being able to ask for the meaning of Being is to have already a sense of what it is to be
(Heidegger 1962).

" The theme of change versus permanence was discussed possibly before Parmenides, and before the reflections of
Heraclitus (Cohen 2000), by so called pre-Socratic, pre-Platonist, pre-Aristotelian, and other early Greek thinkers.
Milesians thought that change was real, but could only be understood in terms of a permanent underlying reality.
Heraclitus moved a step further by claiming that change itself was the only permanent thing.
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the world. The underlying connection of opposites, Heraclitus claimed, is a crucial
presentation of the logos—good and bad, health and disease, hot and cold, big and small,

each of them defining its opposite.

To Heraclitus, change is the basis of the idea of permanence. Because everything is ever
changing, united in their oppositionness, the resulting dynamic equilibrium maintains an
orderly balance in reality. This ‘“persistence of unity despite change” (Cohen 2000) is
illustrated by Heraclitus' famous analogy of life as a river: you could not step into the same
river twice (Plato 1998, n.402A). Plato later took this doctrine to claim that all things are in
constant flux, regardless of how they appear to the senses. But Heraclitus theories did not

thrive for long.

Parmenides was born circa 515 BC in Elea, Southern Italy. He was the founder of
Eleaticism, one of the leading pre-Socratic schools of Greek thought. His theory has been
reconstructed from surviving fragments of a poem titled “On Nature” (Galop 1994), his
principal work of which 154 lines have survived. The two parts of the poem correspond to
what Parmenides called “the two ways”. When Heidegger (1962) elaborated on the
essential unfolding of the human way of being, he referred to Parmenides’ two ways as
following:

“The goddess of Truth who guides Parmenides, puts two pathways before him, one of

uncovering, one of hiding; but this signifies nothing else than that Dasein is already

both in the truth and in untruth. The way of uncovering is achieved only in (...)

distinguishing between these understandingly, and making one’s decision for the one
rather than the other” (Heidegger 1962:265).

Heidegger is digging into the ideas underpinning ancient Greek ontological claims.
Parmenides himself did not stand for what Heidegger shows he must be admitting: that man
is already both ways. Parmenides did not articulate the two ways as the content of an
existing path, but he interpreted the choosing of one of the ways as an uncovering of the
reality of the notion of permanence. He held that the changing forms and motion of existing
things are but an appearance of a single eternal reality—all is one, there is no change.
Parmenides contended that change is impossible and the notion of change is incoherent:
everything that exists is permanent, ungenerated, indestructible, and unchanging. His
claims were presented not as observations—things do appear to change—but as deductive

arguments.20

Parmenides’ ontological arguments were thoroughly worked out in epistemological realms
by Plato and other Greek thinkers. The key consequence of the Parmedian position was that
knowledge must not itself change, or be changeable, in any respect. Yet, as Parmenides
conceded and other Greek thinkers agreed, things do appear to change—that is, sensation

and perception show variation, objects change, nature evolves. This contradiction was first

% Parmenides’ specific arguments are of no relevance here. What is of interest to us is that the claims of Parmenides
had profound consequences on epistemological grounds, from Plato to the present day, which disguised the
primordial ontological relevance of that which is.
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‘solved” by Plato’s apparent reconciliation between the positions of Heraclitus and
Parmenides. Nevertheless, the fundamental ontological stance, i.e. the implied

understanding of Being, remained that of Parmenides.

Plato endorsed the Parmenidean claims that both knowledge and its objects must be
unchanging, and that sensation and perception have no straightforward correspondence with
knowledge. Knowledge cannot have physical reality as its object (Plato 1987). So, sense

experiences cannot be a source of knowledge.

At this point, Plato is forced to disclose his underlying assumptions about the foundations
of his claims. He gave a clear answer: they are based on the grounds of reason (Plato 1976,
1987), mainly by applying the dialectical method of inquiry inherited from Socrates. This
method is clearly illustrated in Book VII of The Republic (Plato 1976) through the narrative
of the well-known allegory which depicts ordinary people living in a cave that represents
the world of sense-experience. People in the cave see unreal objects, or shadows. Reality,
objects, and nature exist as they are outside the cave. People come out of the cave to look
into the sunlight, the source of knowledge, only by understanding, through questioning and
reasoning, the limits to the world of sense-experience. Plato admitted the way out of the

cave was not an easy, obvious and certain one. Nevertheless, he showed his own way out.

Plato introduced the concept of essence—‘idea’ or ‘form’ (Plato 1976)—in a similar sense
to that used by Husserl in the early 20" century. When searching for the objects of
knowledge, Plato noted that every basic human ability grasps a unique kind of object:
hearing apprehends sounds, the sense of smell detects odours, seeing captures visual images,
taste experiences flavours, and touch identifies physical objects. This means knowing has
its own objects to apprehend. Plato argued that these have to be unchanging objects, just
like all other objects of basic human abilities, capacities, or experiences. His core
ontological claim, with decisive epistemological consequences, is the discovery of
unchanging knowledge objects as identifiable entities, which are the concepts and

substantive ideas designated in language.

Whenever we address something as “blue” or as “solid”, we must already have an essential
idea of the thing being addressed; this is known as the phenomenological concept of
essence*!. Plato distinguished between specific things as they are perceived through the
senses, and the common property they share that enables them to be what they are. Specific
factors are located in the world of appearances, somewhere in the space-time continuum.
The common property of those particulars—the essence in Husserl’s terms (1982, 1970b)—

is what Plato calls an “idea” or ‘“form”. These ‘“ideas” do not exist in the world of

*! Plato conceived essence as something static, eternal in some sense, which is not the concept Heidegger used in
his phenomenological investigations. Heidegger’s concept is a temporalised one. Heidegger uses the German word
for essence, Wesen, as a verb. He did not treat Wesen as meaning the substantive “essence”, but as to essence, if
such an English verb existed. Wesen has been translated to the English language as “unfolding” or “essential
unfolding” (Heidegger 1962, Dreyfus 1991, Polt 1999). This temporalised Heideggerian notion of essence is the
one we rely on in this dissertation.
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appearances, nor do they change. In this sense, they are eternal and are that which must be

apprehended to acquire knowledge (Plato 1976).

This ontological position, built on the no change claim of Parmenides, had a strong
influence on epistemologies that subsequently characterise the unfolding of Western
thought, sowing the seeds of concepts or notions such as the detached observer, Cartesian
dualism, and the superiority of theoretical reflection. In this way, Plato’s fascination with
theory triggered our traditional understanding of what it is to be human (Heidegger 1984,
1978): the notion that one could understand in a detached way the nature of life, human
beings, and the world by contemplating, theorising, and establishing principles. Aristotle’s
animal rationalis opened the way for the triumph of the Cartesian observer, who solves
problems and acts on the basis of beliefs and desires (Dreyfus 1991:1). Heidegger
questioned all these by thinking anew what it is to be human.

Westerns thinkers—from Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle, to Kant, Descartes, and Husserl—
assumed to some extent that we act by applying principles which we can, and should,
clarify. Underlying these assumptions were the more fundamental convictions that human
beings in the world could be explained in terms of theory, and that the human subject, as a
detached conscious observer, is at the centre of all there is to be explained. Heidegger
contests all this by querying the possibility, and desirability, of making explicit our

everyday understanding of being.

Heidegger showed that the traditional subject/object epistemology could not be the starting
point. When Descartes concluded that ‘I am’, he implicitly admitted to already having a
notion of what it is to be/to exist (Polt 1999:47). But where did this notion come from?
Heidegger claims that all intelligibility takes place against an existing background of
mindless coping skills (Heidegger 1962; Dreyfus 1991; Polt 1999); of everyday practices in
which we dwell without ever being able to represent that behaviour explicitly.

That background practices are always in place is something thinkers in different scientific
areas easily concede (e.g., Nietzsche 1968, 1986; Heidegger 1962; Gadamer 1975;
Wittgenstein 1967; Merleaw-Ponty 1962; Maturana and Varela 1992; Giddens 1984;
Dreyfus 1991; Polanyi 1973; Varela, Thompson and Rosch 1991; Introna 1997). Whenever
we write with a pen or drive a car, we do not focus on those activities as such, but on the
intention of the activities: the text we are writing, the place where we are going. Writing

and driving are shared everyday skills into which we are socialised.

Yet, what Heidegger stresses is something more vital than this. He argues that the practices
in the background of understanding can function only if they remain in the background.
The background itself opens up the very possibility of a foreground, for it is only against a
something that another something can be focused, or call for attention. Thus, that which is
most vital in functioning must be that which is closest to us; so close, as not to be seen

because it belongs to the background, not the foreground.
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Critical reflection is a mode of our own being, of central relevance in our lives. Yet, such
critical reflection is neither the primary, nor the most relevant, mode for our being-in-the-
world. Conscious subjects relating to objects by way of representations is a derivative
condition because it must presuppose a more fundamental way of being that cannot be
understood in subject/object terms. ‘“Rather than first perceiving perspectives, then
synthesising the perspectives into objects, and finally assigning these objects a function on
the basis of their physical properties, we ordinarily manipulate tools that already have a

meaning in a world that is organised in terms of purposes” (Dreyfus 1991:46-7).

This position fully reverses the traditional interpretation that theory precedes practice,
thereby enabling Heidegger to reverse the traditional primacy of epistemological questions:
he pointed beyond previous epistemologies to an ontology whose power had grown on the
basis of its own concealment. Heidegger brought the ontological question to the core of an

understanding of human action in the world.

Figure 1.1. An Ontological Recovering
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Heidegger wanted to address the world rather than “passing it over as the tradition has
done” (Dreyfus 1991:108). This shift of perspective questions core ontological assumptions

of many epistemological theories, namely the dualistic presuppositions between theory and
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practice, subject and object, thinking and action, information and data. Heidegger’s
investigations undercut all these by addressing that which is, primarily as it is revealed for
us. The detached observer—introduced by Plato, strengthened by Descartes, and still
presupposed to some extent by Husserl—is replaced by an embodied subject always and

already in the world.

Heidegger (1962) was not the first to introduce this viewpoint. His phenomenology was a
thorough working out of suggestions and insights, already hinted at in the works of Western
thinkers such as Nietzsche, Peirce, James, Dewey, Dilthey, and Husserl in his later phase.
Others have also made similar findings to those of Heidegger. For example, the
understanding that theoretical knowledge presupposes practical involvement and implicit
‘know-how’ that cannot be taken into account in theoretical terms is a claim of Nietzsche
(1968b), Pascal (1995), Kierkegaard (1992), Unamuno (1990), later Husserl (1970),22
Polanyi (1973), Maturana and Varela (1992). However, the originality, the power, and the
depth of Heidegger’s investigations were a milestone in Western thought, as it highlighted a
new understanding of how being human lies in the background practices that enable us to

act in making sense of others, of things and of the world.

It is no argument against the route opened up by Heidegger to observe that this path of
questioning does not promise to deliver a full articulation of that which is, as might be
claimed by supporters of Cartesian epistemologies. Cartwright (1983:53) noted that “[t]here
is no reason to think that the principles that best organise will be true, nor that the principles
that are true will organise much”; and Nietzsche (1968:273) commented: “The most
strongly believed a priori “truths” are for me—provisional assumptions; e.g., the law of
causality, a very well acquired habit of belief, so much a part of us that not to believe in it

would destroy the race. But are they for that reason truth? What a conclusion!”

Background practices are essential to our understanding of Being. However, they cannot be
fully explicated, or represented, as we dwell in them—we are our own background
practices; we are our prejudices (Gadamer 1975). We may fail to see that which is closest to
us, that which we are familiar with—what is familiar is not known simply because it is
familiar (Hegel 1977). The familiar is “what we are used to; and what we are used to is
most difficult to ‘know’—that is, to see as a problem that is strange, distant, ‘outside us’”
(Nietzsche 1974:301).

If background practices are brought to the foreground, they cease to be what they are. It is
precisely because they are so close that they are difficult to notice, to address, to identify. If
this is so, then what is left to be theoretically addressed? Heidegger solves this apparent
paradox by showing that what is crucial is the addressing itself, not maintaining any a

priori theoretical claims, methods, or constraints. Instead of looking for theories to explain

* Husserl’s concept of life-world (Husserl 1970) is somehow equivalent to Heidegger's being-in-the-world
(Heidegger 1962).
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life, we should be looking to life to understand life; the roots of theory are in human life, in
all its concrete individuality and historicity. For instance, before a scientific statement
about evolution can make any sense to me, I need to have experienced both human beings
and apes.>® This basic experience is not a theoretical experience: it is not just looking and
taking notes. It has to be an experience that is relevant to me as an individual, that forms a

meaningful part of my own life” (Polt 1999:17).

Homo sapiens is a theoretical concept built upon an always and already experiencing of
being human; an experiencing that is primary, supporting an understanding already in place
when epistemological positions are considered. Theoretical investigation, and therefore
theoretical truth, originates in the full historical facticity of individual (Heidegger 1962), as

it is for itself.

A key issue then becomes: How can we address this background of understanding, these
taken-for-granted everyday practices, behaviour, attitudes, and social contexts? Is not this
full, concrete life precisely that which resists being expressed and understood as such?
Heidegger answered this decisively, arguing that one needs to develop a new way of using
concepts. He called the new approach “formal indication” (Heidegger 1962, Polt 1999): we
use concepts to indicate formally something with which we already are familiar from our
own experience. This formal indication assumes that any concept, on its own, will never be
rich enough to capture all that which is presupposed, assumed, experienced, or suggested in
our own experiencing of the phenomenon thus addressed. Still, formal indicative concepts
“allude to a phenomenon in our lives and encourages us to live in such a way that we pay

closer attention to it” (Polt 1999:18; italics from the original).

It is worth noting that Heidegger used very unusual language to indicate formally what
already les at the background, although that relates to the essential domain of common
sense. The reason why Heidegger needed such a technical, elaborated language to talk
about what every one has already experienced is an illuminating one as commented by
Dreyfus (1991:7): it is because this background is in the background that we do not talk
about it, so it “is not what we usually deal with and have words for, so to talk of it requires
a special vocabulary”. This problem was also addressed by Searle (1983:156-7) and
Maturana and Varela (1992:17-32), both using the metaphor that an eye cannot see itself.

Describing coping with the available, Heidegger’s phenomenology shows the secondary
relevance of Cartesian epistemologies in which a meditative subject (res cogitans)
addresses observed objects (es extensa). We are not primarily observers in everyday
existence, but engaged actors capable of intuitively dealing with other beings around us.
Heidegger takes us further than just this question of what precedes what—theory or
practice—into observing a world that is, instead of is not. It is a matter of conceding on
evidence that we are in a world that is, and as such it is already unfolding.

 Polt (1999:17) refers to the statement “human beings have descended from apes”.
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Heidegger’s key ontological claim states that anything intelligible shows up only because
the world is already revealed for us as world. This showing happens in the domain of a
world available to us, while we, as the being we ourselves are, are doing such and such and
about to do that and that. We, the being we are, are always and already in the world, which
is an individual and embodied experiencing of a coming from the past, acting in the present,
directed towards the future (Heidegger 1962). As Polt (1999:12) remarked: “Before theory

ever comes along, the world is opened up for ‘us’ by life, which is situated and historical”.

A human being always finds itself acting in the world in a historical way. “Dasein is its
past” (Heidegger 1962:41). Without our inherited world, we would not be there as we are—
“we would be an animal without culture, language or norms” (Polt 1999:37). We are
socialised into an encompassing world revealed as such. We are our past: the past is active
in the present, disclosing future possibilities for being. Thus, instead of taking the tradition
for granted, ontology must be an addressing of that which makes this tradition possible.
Heidegger’s provisional hypothesis identifies temporality as the context of Being. The
Being of entities is the difference they make to us (Polt 1999), and it is revealed in
temporality, as the being we ourselves are unfolds historically. To exist is thus to be
temporalised (Levinas 1996:12).

Epistemological primacy bypasses that we already are a being-in-the-world. Descriptive
knowledge is only a mode of Dasein’s being, which is founded ypon the most basic being-
in-the-world. In other words, knowing presupposes dwelling; ontology precedes
epistemology. This shows that ontological assumptions are the most decisive of any epoch,
of any activity, of any investigation. Ontological assumptions are that which is in its

decisiveness.

That which is, in its most basic nature, is the world as it is primary accessed and
experienced by us— “the world is what we directly understand and in terms of which one
can see how nature, equipment, persons, etc., fit together and make sense” (Dreyfus
1991:122). This world is the world always and already presupposed that precedes all
theorising:
“IThe] world that precedes knowledge, of which knowledge always speaks, and in
relation to which every scientific schematisation is an abstract and derivative sign-

language, as is geography in relation to the country-side in which we have learnt
beforehand what a forest, a prairie or a river is” (Merleau-Ponty 1962:ix).

Heidegger’s approach is an attempt to find the ontological foundations of knowledge, not
the logical foundations of being (Levinas 1996:14). The issue at stake here is to grasp what
we are, what is the world, the others, and things. If we assume this when addressing IT and

strategy, our investigation can be seen not as a matter of explaining how something
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functions (the ontic issue), but rather as a quest to understand the significance of IT and

strategy, and to make sense of these phenomena (the ontological issue).>*

1.3. A Grounding Questioning

What is foresighted in the formulation of our central research question—How does IT
affect strategy?—is what unifies the foundations of this investigation as such; which is, IT

and strategy against a fundamental grounding.

Nonetheless, in this questioning what is quintessential is the questioning itself as it is;
independently of its content, that is, of what the questioning is about. By noticing the
question itself, not what is questioned, we experience the question itself as a content. We
question, reflect and wonder—and we notice we are doing that. However, we may fail to
see this questioning as a revealing of that which the questioning primarily is. The turning of
this questioning onto itself reveals it not as a question, but as the realm in which we
ourselves in advance assume we can find an answer. Questioning is a way of proceeding
because it shows us already towards an answer. This is what Heidegger (1977:3) means by

“questioning builds a way”’.

This first addressing, the question as itself, is forgotten by many theories. It is an issue to be
addressed only on the basis of findings previously based on epistemological grounds. This
means that it is not described or explained as it is, but rather as it should be according to
subsequent backward projections of findings. It is a primary questioning transfigured by a
secondary discovering. This realisation shows us the need for a primary ontological account,

which, as such, has the potential to change subsequent epistemological articulations.

Since we begin our analysis within that which we already are in the world, our choice of
subjects cannot be taken at face value. Our questioning is already guided by a pre-
ontological understanding of being that is difficult, if not impossible, to be grasped in all its
depth and meaning, precisely because it is what is most familiar. As this primary
understanding “deals with what is difficult to notice [it] may well have passed over what is
crucial” (Dreyfus 1991:36). If that is so, how can we avoid ignoring that which is crucial,
the nost initial? The questioning itself seems to give the first clue towards avoiding the

passing over of this primary issue: by emphasising the questioning itself as a content.

The questioning of the questioning makes us take notice of that which surrounds us, that
which is already setting the context and horizon of the questioning itself. This questioning
turned onto itself shows us the self-evidence of its primary importance, because it is the
opening up of the ontological and epistemological domains. Thus, this initial questioning is

a noticing that we are looking for an answer, that we are already on a journey towards it;

** In order to rely on explicit ontological grounds, accounting for what is most decisive at the background of this
investigation, we advise the readers who are not well familiarised with Heidegger (1962) to turn to Appendice A at
the end of Part I
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and, because of its initial character, it is as well the opening up of the meaningfulness in

which the being we ourselves are are.

While addressing the meaning of that which is (the ontological quest), and inquiring into
the experiencing/knowing of that which is (the epistemological quest), our questioning of
the questioning itself discloses fundamental assumptions already in place. The questioning
is crucial because it acknowledges that we are noticing. This is the horizon within which
our research question about IT and strategy arises. However, it does not actually belong to
any horizon as such, but to the questioning itself: “ (...) for I alone bring into being for
myself (...) the horizon whose distance from me would be abolished—since that distance is
not one of its properties—if I were not there to scan it with my gaze” (Merleau-Ponty
1962:ix).

This questioning that sets its own horizon is the ontical meaningfulness of the beings we are.
So it is its own first answer. What is crucial, because it is that which is always and already
presupposed, is not the kind of being we are, but rather that we are, noticing: we are instead
of are not, in a world that is instead of is not (Heidegger 1962). Ontically, we are
ontological beings—“Dasein is ontically distinctive in that it is ontological” (Heidegger
1962:32).

This questioning in itself includes the way we are, as we are—a way for which it matters
that we are, for which it matters that there is something instead of nothing. We notice this,
as such it makes a difference for us. This difference, between something and nothing,
between something and other something, is what Being is for us. Given this understanding,
we recover in a deeper meaningfulness the opening quotation of my son André: “the sun is
the prince of shadow”. Being is found in the difference, in the contrast, and in the
relationships beings themselves hold to each other. The meaning something has, that is,
what it is as such, is founded upon a relationship of distinguishing something as something
(Heidegger 1962). Sun is distinguished as the prince of shadow. For André the beingness of
prince brings together the contrasting events of sun and shadow in their belonging together.
These beings relate to each other in their beingnesses, and the difference they make against

nothing, is uncovered in the as something of Andre’s saying.

Where does this argumentation lead us? And how does this path meet our original aim of
providing a clear start? What kind of ontological grounding? What kind of ouset? An outset
that would show the foundations on the basis of which we would face an answer to the
questioning we are already immersed into. That which s presupposed and hidden in the
arising of a particular question is that which is also the most decisive for its answering. It is
most decisive precisely because the ontological elucidation will, by its very nature, guide

the answering.

Having started on a path, our quest for foundations is already guided by the need to clarify

all that is implied in the research question which, like any question, can only be answered if
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we know precisely what are we questioning. IT and strategy are in the foreground of the
questioning. But primarily and fundamentally what is implied, in the background of the
question, is the nature of human being, world, and knowledge—as cogitata and

cogitationes.

The foundation of our investigation builds on the foundations we bring forth from
Heidegger’s findings about what it is to be a human being, together with the theory of
autopoiesis. Instead of attempting to encompass ‘whole buildings’ along its investigative
path, we would rather take some bricks as we give shape to that which we have thought as
being worthwhile to pursue. “Posterity”—i.e. us, when considering the thinkers from whose
building we are going to take the bricks—*“discovers [the value of a building] in the bricks
with which he [the investigator] built, and which are then often used again for (...)
building” (Nietzsche 1986:261). These bricks must match each other, and must be the
bricks of this building, of the whole of the development under way. It is precisely this
whole that brings forth the thing as itself is, in its poiesis (Heidegger 1977; Maturana and
Varela 1980), that unifies the four Aristotelian causes—causa formalis (the question),
causa materialis (the content), causa efficiens (the questioning), and causa finalis (the
answer) (Aristotle 1998)—that tradition has delivered us as the reason, the logos, of an

arising.

That which is foresighted in the arising of our research question, what enables us to
understand our starting, is that which unifies the foundations brought together as
foundations of this investigation— that is IT and strategy against a fundamental grounding.
Hence, these three themes—IT, strategy, and the grounding—must be taken into account

for answering the research question.

The consistency and the power of the foundations to be brought forth—Heidegger’s
findings on humanness and the theory of autopoiesis—are to be found in the rigour of the
phenomenological method of investigation applied, and in the coherence and strength that,

we hope, the findings of our quest will show.

1.4. Heidegger, Autopoiesis, and Information Systems

The ontological grounds of this investigation, as referred to above, are based on
Heidegger’s (1962) findings on humanness, complemented by Maturana and Varela’s
(1980, 1992) theory of autopoiesis. These theories have been applied in the IS field of
research to some extent. On this account, and attempting to keep the text of the dissertation
within a sensible length, we present a review both of Heidegger’s (1962) findings and of
autopoiesis in the Appendices to Part I of this dissertation. In Appendix A we introduce
Heidegger’s findings on humanness. In Appendix B we present the theory of autopoiesis. In
Appendix C we present our argument in favour of a fundamental matching of these two

bodies of theory. In Appendices A and C in particular we address also the basic coherence
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of Heidegger’s (ibid.) findings, autopoiesis and phenomenology, the method of

investigation applied in this research and introduced and detailed in Chapter 2.

Aiming at an answer to the research question how does IT affect strategy?, we take
Heidegger’s findings and autopoiesis as ‘bricks for building” (Nietzsche 1986:261), as they
reveal themselves compatible and consistent with the phenomenological path we have
initiated. It is our argument that these bodies of theory are fully compatible with each other,
especially when considering their ontological and epistemological consequences. In the
appendices below we present an exposition of the fundamental legitimacy of matching
these theories.

We claim, and aim to show, that these foundations have the potential for opening up the
phenomena of IT and strategy in ways that we cannot access on the basis of the more
frequently used Cartesian foundations.

The work of Heidegger (1977) on technology is a widely recognised turning point in
Western thought on this theme, so it was likely to be only a matter of time before
Heidegger’s influence on IS was felt.>> Nonetheless, with the exception of Ciborra (1997,
1998), who directly relies on Heidegger’s (1977) notion of Ge-stell, as the essence of
modern technology, to develop on the theme of IS as infrastructure, it is Heidegger’s (1962)
exceptional work Being and Time that has had a growing influence on the IS community
for the last twenty years; although this influence has not had a mainstream focus in this
field.

Relying on Heidegger’s (ibid.) ontology, Introna (1997) addresses anew the issue of
decision making, taking into account the trust which management now places on IT; Coyne
(1995) attempts to bring together the notions of action, embodiment, and computer systems
design; Introna and Ilharco (2000) phenomenologically investigate our growing
engagement with the screens of the IT devices; Spinosa, Flores and Dreyfus (1997) address
action and entrepreneurship. Introna and Whitley (1998) were Guest Editors of a special
issue of the journal Information Technology & People (Vol.11, n.4) dedicated to the theme
of ‘Heidegger and Information Technology’, which published contributions from Dreyfus,

Flores and Spinosa, Coyne, Ciborra and Hanseth, and Cass.

This Heideggerian tradition in IS research had its foundations in the early 1980s, triggered
in 1982 by Hubert Dreyfus’ introduction of phenomenology into a thorough critique of
artificial intelligence (Al). In What Computers Can’t Do, Dreyfus (1982) forecasts with
impressive precision the shortcomings that AI would show in the decades ahead?°.

Meanwhile, in 1986 two other ground-breaking books applied Heidegger’s (1962) findings

» Heidegger himself addressed marginally the nature of information systems (see Chapter 4).

*® In analysing the issue of skills acquisition, Dreyfus draws heavily on the ideas of Heidegger, the later
Wittgenstein (1967), and Polanyi (1973). Ten years later, Dreyfus confirmed and developed his original analyses, in
a new book titled What Computers Still Can’t Do (Dreyfus 1992).
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to IT issues. One of them, Mind Over Machine (Dreyfus and Dreyfus 1986) showed how
our action in the world does not follow rules that can ever be described. The more
experienced the subject, the less able is he to apply rules and reasons to depict why he did
what he did. Involved in coping, one responds to situations on the basis of a capacity to
make sense of the world. One acts on the basis of an extensive previous experience of what
has happened in similar situations to the current activity in which one is involved. In most
cases, everything works in the way it should—actions just flow, and there are no decisions

to be made, no rules to be obeyed (Dreyfus 1986).

The second book from 1986 of interest to the issues we are addressing is Understanding
Computers and Cognition, by Terry Winograd and Fernando Flores (1986). They
reconsider the role that computers have in professional environments. This has perhaps
been the most influential work in opening up a sound path of research for the IS academic
field. Later, Ehn (1989) stressed the aspect of the fool-ness of IT in relation to the
development of user interfaces. In spite of all its originality and influence, the work of
Winograd and Flores took a limited account of the power of Heidegger’s findings, because

they implicitly assumed that IT was chiefly a tool.

In accordance with Heidegger (1962) the transparent use we make of IT devices—which to
be rigorous cannot be made equal to IT itself>’— reveals them as tools. Yet, Heidegger
addresses the toolness of entities while describing how we always already are in the world,
which means that the tookness of IT shows up in an account of the world, not in an account
of technology as such. Thus, although the tool character of technological objects is
obviously correct, by no means does it signify that technology & itself essentially a tool
(Heidegger 1977:6). This toolness is something pertinent, but it belongs to the realm of
appearances, that is, of particular and actual technological devices. Phenomenologically
investigating one needs to uncover the crucial common-ness of the phenomenon, which
belongs not to actuality but to consciousnes; not to existences but to essences.Thus, as long
as we remain in the realm of appearances we can never be certain we have achieved a
fundamental grasp of the matter in question This means that IT is indeed a tool, but it can

also essentially be something else.

For Heidegger, the essence of modern technology is anything but a tool (ibid.). Thus, we
follow Ciborra (1998:318) in that the works of Winograd and Flores and Ehn have to be
overcome. In our thesis we submit that Heidegger’s account of modern technology has
much to contribute to the understanding of the essential nature of IT, a phenomenon whose
readiness-to-hand (Heidegger 1962) will be shown to belong to the very essence of IT
although in a quite different manner to its apparently definitive fool-ness. We claim that our

phenomenological uncovering of the essence of IT is a consistent and proper bringing

*7 We detail this aspect in Chapter 4.
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together of early (1962) and later (1977) Heidegger, which is something not done up to now,

because in many cases it was considered unrealisable either explicitly or implicitly.

The application of the theory of autopoiesis to IS and management research has also been
growing—in some cases Heidegger and autopoiesis have been applied complementarily,
such as in Introna (1997) and Winograd and Flores (1986) who use autopoiesis theory,
although relying more heavily on Heidegger’s Being and Time. Early in the 1990s, Harnden
(1990) and Harnden and Mullery (1991) used autopoiesis to try to reconcile two
phenomena which, they say, have been widely separated in many traditional analyses: the
way people think and the way computers work. Whitaker (1992) applies phenomenological
and linguistic aspects of autopoiesis to outline a new approach to group decision support
systems, emphasising mutual orientation and contextualisation. He (Whitaker 1993)
discusses the applicability of Maturana and Varela's work to issues of human/computer
interaction, particularly where groups are involved, and analyses the issue of 'context',
within a knowledge management perspective, from an autopoietic standpoint (Whitaker
1996).

Vicari (1991), Von Krogh and Vicari (1993), Von Krogh, Roos and Slocum (1994), and
Magalhdes (1999) used concepts of autopoiesis to address the evolution of organisational
knowledge. Von Krogh and Roos (1995) and Vicari (1991) apply autopoiesis to understand
the firm as a living system. Morgan (1986), Smith (1982), and Wealthy (1992) rely in some
autopoietical insights to develop new understanding in the realms of organisational change.
Broekstra (1998) uses autopoiesis to classify language and conversations as the core of
organisational and strategic issues. More recently, Introna and Andersen (1999) use the
autopoietic concept of internal coherence to explore a new way into strategic management.
Mingers (1995) presents a sound introduction and exposition of autopoietic theory,
highlighting applications of autopoiesis in management, IS, organisations, law, and other
areas. In addition, the general academic literature on autopoiesis has grown enormously

over the last thirty years.

1.5. Recapitulation

This phenomenological investigation has an empirical beginning and an empirical ending
(as will be shown at the proper place). It is a quest guided beforehand by the empirically
experienced need of clarifying the relationships between the phenomena of IT and strategy.
This chapter addresses the way in which this problem has shown up to us, and, by
reviewing important literature on the trajectory of IT in organisations over the past half
century, it establishes its contours and relevance.

The total figure for IT spending over the past forty years must now be around US$8 trillion.
During this period, human activity in the world, in organisations in general and in

businesses in particular, has been adapting to this gigantic challenge. However, the
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evolution of IT in organisational contexts has been erratic. Since the mid 1990s the manner
in which companies have been absorbing IT — after the Ad hoc, Vertical, Strategic, and

Horizontal manners — has been an Exploitative one (Table 1.1).

Developments over the two last decades have shown that IT is deeply entangled with the
phenomenon of strategy, which is apparently about being both affected by, and affecting,
IT. Most organisations that have introduced IT have so far assumed that the technology is
merely a tool. Yet, as more and more organisations increasingly share the IT cognitive
scheme, IT seems to be much more an infrastructure or a context than just a tool. Given this
critique, our dissertation addresses the nature of IT, centred on the basic research question

How does IT affect strategy?

The methodological approach of this investigation, presented in detail in Chapter 2 relies,
mainly, on examining that which IT and strategy essentially are. Acknowledging that our
descriptions of and elaborations on these phenomena necessarily proceed against a
background of intelligibility, we have established the need for making explicit the
ontological and epistemological assumptions of this investigation. Ontology, the most

primary stand on the nature of that which is, shows up as decisive in shaping the inquiry.

Given this understanding, we entered Heidegger’s (1962) ontology, which fully reverses
the traditional interpretation that theory precedes practice, and brings the ontological
question to the core of human action in the world. Describing coping with the available,
and recovering the relevance of the difference for the meaning of Being, we showed that we
are not primarily observers in everyday existence, but engaged actors capable of intuitively
dealing with other beings around us, in a world that matters to us because ontically we are

ontological beings: “Dasein is ontically distinctive in that it is ontological” (ibid.:32).

This outset opens up a way for a fundamental account of IT and strategy, against an
ontological background based on Heidegger’s (1962) findings on humanness and on the
biological theory of autopoiesis (Maturana and Varela 1980, 1992), which are thoroughly
reviewed in the Appendixes. In this chapter we give an account of the use that both
Heidegger’s investigations (1962, 1997) and autopoiesis have had in the IS field of
research.

Our investigation can be seen not as a matter of explaining how IT and strategy function
(the ontic issue), but rather as a quest to understand their significance, and to make sense of
them (the ontological issue).
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Chapter 2
A Phenomenological Investigation
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... not so much of encountering a new philosophy as of recognizing what they [the
readers of Husserl and Heidegger] had been waiting for.

Merleau-Ponty
Phenomenology of Perception (1962:viii)

In this chapter we introduce phenomenology, characterise its key concepts, and present the

method of investigation to be applied.

Our investigation attempts to demonstrate the possibilities of phenomenology in the IS
research field, in its original form as proposed by Husserl and developed by Heidegger. As
suggested by Spiegelberg (1975, 1994) we extend Husserl’s initial formulation of
phenomenology by articulating a last phase of the method, in order to open up possible

concealed meanings of phenomena.

2.1. The Idea of Phenomenology

Phenomenology, and the intellectual activity it addresses, has existed since the 18™ century.
However, it began to take shape as a new and distinct movement only with the impact over
a hundred years later with the first works of Husserl: The Concept of Number, Logical
Investigations vol.1, and The Idea o Phenomenology, written in 1887, 1901, and 1906
respectively. Phenomenology has, therefore, “long been on the way, and its adherents have
discovered it in every quarter, certainly in Hegel and Kierkegaard, but equally in Marx,
Nietzsche and Freud” (Merleau-Ponty 1962:viii).?® With those publications, Husserl
initiated the intellectual movement that would bring a new and widely accepted meaning to
the word phenomenology 2 _as a way of doing philosophy and science. Thus,

phenomenology became the use of the phenomenological method of investigation.

28 Johann H. Lambert (1728 - 1777) wrote in Neues Organon about the distinctions between truth, illusion and error,
under a discipline he called phenomenology (Spiegelberg 1980). Immanuel Kant (1724 - 1804) used the word
phenomenology with a different meaning from the current one. He distinguished objects ‘as they appear to us’

(phenomena) from objects as ‘they are in themselves’ (nouema). Sir William Hamilton (1788-1856) in the work
Lectures on Metaphysics identified phenomenology as a purely descriptive study of the mind. Edward von

Hartmann (1842-11906) used it when performing a complete description of moral consciousness (Phenomenology
of Moral Consciousness, 1878) (Schmitt 1996:135).

¥ Although phenomenology has grown beyond the point where its ownership can be assigned to any particular
philosopher, its central figure is undoubtedly Edmund Husserl, the Austrian-born German scientist and philosopher.
Husserl received his Ph.D. in the University of Vienna in 1883, with a thesis on the calculus of variations within
astronomy and physics. He started his academic career at the University of Halle before moving to Gottingen for
fifteen years (1901-1916). He ended his career in Freiburg im Breisgau, holding a full professorship until his
retirement in 1928. He died in Freiburg in 1938 at the age of 79.
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Germany became the centre of the phenomenological movement in the early 20" century,
in particular at the universities at Gottingen®® and Munich. As the movement grew, Husserl
(1964) in The Idea of Phenomenology presented a clear picture of phenomenology, stating
that its object is ‘absolute data’ grasped in pure, immanent intuition; and its goal is to
discover the essential structures of the acts (noesis) and the objective entities that

correspond to them (noema).

Since then, phenomenologists have explicitly shared the principle that intuitive
experiences—which are all the subject’s experiences—constitute the ultimate foundation of
all our concepts and beliefs; direct evidence, or self-evidence of intuitive data, is
phenomenology’s final test of truth (Spiegelberg 1975). In the preface to the first volume of
the Jahrbuchfiir Philosophie und phdnomenologische Forschung (1913:1), Husserl wrote:
“What unites them [phenomenologists] is (...) the common conviction that only by a
return to the primal sources of intuitive experience and to the insights into essential
structures which can be derived from it shall we be able to utilise the great traditions of
philosophy with their concepts and problems, and that only in this way will it be
possible to clarify the concepts intuitively, to reformulate the problems on an intuitive

basis and thus, ultimately, to solve them, at least in principle” (quoted in Spiegelberg
1975:80).

Phenomenology strives to be a method aimed at the foundations of all knowledge, craving
to be built on anything but pure consciousness—a method to be based on nothing but pure
evidence and necessary primary-ness. This ambition of relying only on that which shows

itself as absolutely necessary has important implications.

On the one hand, data appearing in consciousness cannot be previously classified or
scrutinised on the grounds of its validity or relevance. To phenomenologists, any data is of
interest, provided it appears intuitively in consciousness, that is, originating in our
imagination or based on our sensory perceptions: a number, a house, a tree, a theory, a

mermaid, a PC, IT, or strategy.

Husserl’s teacher at Vienna, Franz Brentano (1838-1917), said that “phenomenology shares
an unconditional respect for the positive data of experience” (Biemel 1980:625). However,
it does not restrict data of interest to that kind of data. Phenomenology also admits on equal
grounds ‘categorial’, non-sensory data such as values and relationships—as long as it
presents itself intuitively and evidently in consciousness. On the other hand, as a non
empirical method of investigation that wishes to reach pure phenomenon as they appear in
consciousness, phenomenology implies that its object must be stripped of historical
contexts, scientific explanations, philosophical interpretations, or any kind of constraint

other than the very basic structures of human consciousness.

% Between 1913 and 1930 Husserl and his colleagues in Gottingen University started to publish the Jahrbuchfiir
Philosophie und phinomenologische Forschung (1913-1930)—Yearbook of Philosophy and Phenomenological
Research. This was is one of the most significant milestones in the history of phenomenology. Husserl was its
editor-in-chief. Heidegger’s first publication of Sein und Zeitin 1927 appeared in the Jahrbuch, vol.8.
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For Husserl the scientific rigour of phenomenology came primarily from the deductive
sciences, “familiar to the nathematician rather than that of the inductive natural sciences”
(Spiegelberg 1994:72). Let us quote Husserl (1917) at his inaugural lecture at Freiburg:
“We often speak in a general, and intelligible, way of pure mathematics, pure
arithmetic, pure geometry, pure kinematics, etc. These we contrast, as a priori sciences,
to sciences, such as the natural sciences, based on experience and induction. Sciences
that are pure in this sense, a priori sciences, are pure of any assertion about empirical
actuality. Intrinsically, they purport to be concerned with the ideally possible and the
pure laws thereof rather than with actualities. In contrast to them, empirical sciences
are sciences of the de facto actual, which is given as such through experience. Now,
just as pure analysis does not treat of actual things and their de facto magnitudes but
investigates instead the essential laws pertaining to the essence of any possible quantity,
or just as pure geometry is bound to shapes observed in actual experience but instead
inquires into possible shapes and their possible transformations, constructing ad
libitum in pure geometric fantasy, and establishes their essential laws, in precisely the
same way pure phenomenology proposes to investigate the realm of pure
consciousness and its phenomena not as de facto exists but as pure possibilities with
their pure laws” (Husserl in McCormick and Elliston 1981:16).

Husserl saw phenomenology as an attempt to achieve for words the kind of rigourness that
is associated with numbers. This sought to experience the humanness of the world
rigorously, not to know or experience the world in its numberness, as is the case for the
exact sciences. This requires uncovering the world as it is directly experienced and
primarily accessed, as a world always already in place before reflection begins. This world,
primarily lived by men, is the “world which precedes knowledge, of which knowledge
always speaks” (Merleau-Ponty 1962: ix).

In trying to regain this kind of direct access to the world as it 5 primarily experienced,
phenomenology asserts that any kind of analysis is always an a posteriori exercise. What
phenomenology wants to address, and tries to thematise, is not an analysis or an
explanation but a description of experiencing the world. It “is a matter of describing, not of
explaining or analysing” (ibid.:viii), much in the way Nietzsche (1974:172-3, n.112)
touched upon this theme: “We call it ‘explanation’, but it is ‘description’ which
distinguishes us from earlier stages of knowledge and science. We describe better — we
explain just as little as any who came before us. (...) Quality, in any chemical change for
example, appears as it has always done as a ‘miracle’; likewise all locomotion; no one has
‘explained’ thrust.” Acknowledging this critique, phenomenology is devised not to explain

but to describe our initial experiencing of phenomema as they are in themselves.

Where should this primary experiencing be found? Phenomenology’s answer was
unequivocal: in the things themselves, in the phenomena “in which all our concepts are
ultimately grounded” (Spiegelberg 1994:77). To the things themselves! became
phenomenology’s watch-word, stressed by all major phenomenologists, namely Husserl,

Heidegger, Merleau-Ponty, and Sartre.

To the things themselves means a turning towards phenomena that had been locked from

sight by the taken-for-granted assumptions by the prevalent common sense of our daily
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coping, which Husserl named our ‘natural attitude’ or ‘naive attitude’ (Husserl 1982). The
motto emphasises the need to overcome the theoretical patterns of phenomena that
scientists and philosophers had, explicitly or implicitly, treated as being beyond questioning.
As MerleauPonty pointed out, ‘to return to things themselves’ is:
“(...) to return to that world which precedes knowledge, of which knowledge always
speaks, and in relation to which every scientific schematization is an abstract and

derivative sign-language, as is geography in relation to the country-side in which we
have learnt beforehand what a forest, a prairie or a river is” (Merleau-Ponty 1962:ix).

Phenomenology aims at a fresh approach to concretely experienced phenomena arising
from sensory experience or mental processes. It attempts to describe phenomena faithfully
and presupositionless, without expecting to arrive at an understanding from any starting
point other than the facticity of an always and already experienced world (Heidegger 1962,
Husserl 1970, Merleau-Ponty 1962).

This phenomenological turn towards focusing on the object was soon supplemented by a
turn towards the subject (Spiegelberg 1994:77). Husserl came to the conclusion that the
primary experiencing of that which is lies deeper, namely in the consciousness of the
knowing subject to whom phenomena appeared. Every experience, collection or
recollection of facts, deduction or induction has an irreducible, subjective nature. Husserl
found this experience, knowledge, or understanding of a subject both primary and self-
evident, that is, apodictic. The subject is the absolute source, which is there before
reflection and before any kind of awareness has begun. Merleaw-Ponty illuminated this
issue, noting that that which is the world is not what we put into words:

“I am not a ‘living creature’ nor even a ‘man’, nor again even ‘a consciousness’

endowed with all the characteristics which zoology, social anatomy or inductive

psychology recognize in these various products of the natural or historical process—I

am the absolute source, my existence does not stem from my antecedents, from my

physical and social environment; instead it moves out towards them and sustains them,

for I alone bring into being for myself (and therefore into being in the only sense that

the word can have for me) the tradition which I elect to carry on, or the horizon whose

distance from me would be abolished—since that distance is not one of its properties—
if I were not there to scan it with my gaze” (Merleau-Ponty 1962:viii-ix).

This means the essence of that which turns towards the things themselves—the absolute
source—must be what would reveal things as themselves, in the only sense they could have
for that source, for whose gaze things were scanned. In his later work, Husserl adopted the
view that “all logical entities, along with all other objectivity, had their origin in
subjectivity”, and he tried to show how universals are constituted by the subjective
consciousness that builds upon the perceptual experience of particulars (Spiegelberg
1994:96-97). Thus, the things at stake in the motto 7o the things themselves! “are the acts
of consciousness and the objective entities that get constituted in them” (Biemel 1980:626).

These things are Husserlian phenomena.

This double turn, towards the things and the subject, was unified under the expression

‘Husserl’s radicalism’, which aimed at a philosophy free from presuppositions; a freedom
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that stands for the elimination of assumptions that have not been thoroughly
phenomenologically verified 3! . In the Introduction to the first volume of Logical
Investigations, Husserl (2001) wrote:

“In our opinion the principle [freedom from presuppositions] cannot mean more than

the rigorous exclusion of all statements that cannot be fully and completely verified

phenomenologically... [Phenomenology] contains in its scientific statements not the

least assertion about real existence; hence no metaphysical, no natural science-like and
specifically no psychological assertion must figure among its premises”.

The ground on which phenomenology can free statements from presuppositions is achieved

through a full and completely phenomenological verification. Phenomenology cannot

’

promise more—‘“‘cannot mean more’—because the ultimate ground where knowledge is to
be found must rely on the structures of the knower. According to Husserl (1982, 1964,

1995), a thing is always a thing for someone.

This argument is supported by the two theories on which this investigation has its
ontological and epistemological basis: Heidegger’s being-in-the-world and Maturana and
Varela’s autopoiesis. To Heidegger (1962) phenomena can be accessed only as they are in
the world when taking into account the being we ourselves are. He developed the last phase
of the methodology which we apply—Interpreting Possible Concealed Meanings of
Phenomena (ibid., Division II)—to account for the subjected-ness of phenomena. To
Maturana and Varela (1985, 1992) the world is a bringing forth based on the beingness of

beings and its singular presence in time and space.””

2.2. The Place of Phenomenology

Phenomenology strives for an essential description of phenomena, as they are in
consciousness, in their own terms. This description is distinct from an idealistic return to
consciousness as an already in place intellectual construction projected onto the world, or
onto whatever issue is being accessed. Idealism does not depend on descriptions, but on
analysis and explanation that takes an a priori position. Phenomenology is also distinct
from empirical analyses whose results depend on a previous delimitation of the kind of data
to be considered valid when addressing a phenomenon. The world addressed by
phenomenology is the world always already there (Heidegger 1962, Merleau-Ponty 1962),
as an inalienable presence, before any reflection begins—*“The world is precisely that thing

of which we form a representation” (Merleau-Ponty 1962:xii).

*! The motive for emphasising this kind of approach is that, by the beginning of the 20" century, phenomenologists
feared that this primarily experienced world had already been lost, locked from sight by the theoretical patterns that
surrounded them. It was claimed that previous philosophical commitments had distorted descriptions of phenomena
because they had focused “on what the subject should be experiencing, not what the subject was actually
experiencing” (Hammond et al. 1991:3).

2 That these claims do not lead to solipsism is something clarified by the theoretical foundations of this
investigation (refer to the Appendices).
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Empiricism aims at providing causal explanations for phenomena. Idealism aims to offer
analytical reconstruction of the real, by identifying the rules that make the phenomena in
question possible. Phenomenology is neither of these, but is “a matter of describing, not of
explaining or analysing” (ibid.:viii); “the real has to be described, not constructed or
formed” (ibid.:x).

MerleauPonty (ibid.) claims that both empiricism and idealism have the same basic view of
what the world is like. “Both take the objective world as the object of their analysis”

(ibid.:26), which means decisively that both empiricism and idealism ‘objectify’ the world.
Such objectification, cardinal to all that would follow, is not explicitly assumed; n many
cases, it is not even made consciously. This ‘objective thought’ consists of assumed objects,
clearly identifiable in terms of their properties, places in space, and locations in time. These
objects form the world, as the totality of all kind of objects, whose properties in principle
are open to a complete description and causal explanation (Hammond et. al. 1991:130). All
these aspects are assumed as capable of being independently and fully specified; this

specification is supposed to explain whatever is to be explained.

Once this view is in place, argues Merleau-Ponty (1962), the world is still open to
explanation—empirical treatment or idealist construction—despite the ‘objectivist’ view
has been set for good. Merleauw-Ponty (ibid.) contends that this undermines any proposal
whatsoever based on ‘objective thought’, because before we can explain, or even access
what is there to be accessed, one has already set the terms in which this accessibility is to

happen.

Empiricism does not consider what we have already assumed, what we ‘know’ and what
we are, when we look for something. Intellectualism does not acknowledge that we can
question something only because we do not consciously have understanding of it. They
both bypass our initial and constant mode of being in the world: acting, already.
“Empiricism cannot see that we need to know what we are looking for, otherwise we would
not be looking for it, and intellectualism fails to see that we need to be ignorant of what we

are looking for, or equally again we should not be searching” (ibid.:28).

Empiricism cannot justify why it is that, in perceiving a particular object—for example a
tree— we see its various features as ‘belonging together’, as constituting the unity we
distinguish from other objects and from the background. Empiricists would argue that such
a ‘constitution’ is based on one’s past experience and the projection of memories. But how
is the subject to ‘know’, to choose, which are the relevant past experiences and memories to
rely upon? In selecting the relevant memories the subject has already recognised the object,
so he would not need the memories after all. If he has not recognised the object, the subject

could not ‘know’ which memories he has to rely upon (ibid.:15-16).

In arguing against intellectualism, Merleau-Ponty (ibid.) made the point that perception is

not judgement. We do not experience the world as we judge it, but as we perceive it. Our
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primary mode of experiencing the world is a practical one; it is not a thinking about the
world, but rather a ‘be-ing’, acting, behaving, and performing in the world. Judgement is
the “taking of a stand, as an effort to know something which shall be valid for every
moment of my life” (Hammond et. al. 1991:145). Sense experience, in contrast, “is taking
appearance at its face value, without trying to possess it and learn its truth”. This
distinction—‘“to see something in front of one (...) is quite different from making the
judgement that it is there” (ibid.:145)—vanishes in intellectualism “because judgement is
everywhere where pure sensation is not” (Merleaw-Ponty 1962:34). Intellectualism
recognises no role at all for perception as initial perception of, and in, the world. Only when
we reflect on this perception do we judge the world, or whatever we begin to search for in

the world, because we do not consciously ‘know’ it.

Empiricism and intellectualism misdescribe the lived world because their theories and
explanations are systematically distorted by the ‘prejudice of ‘objective thought’. Yet,
phenomenology does not reject either of them altogether, but acknowledges that each has
something useful to offer in helping to understand human experience. However, because
the world human beings live through, and perceive, is not that objective world,
phenomenology cannot accept either the objectivist approach of empiricism—‘“a world that
exists in its own right, independently of one’s knowledge of it, and including within it those
beings who are able to acquire such knowledge” (Hammond et al. 1991:150)—or the
subjectivist approach of idealism, of a world “somehow constituted as such by a
transcendental subject” (ibid.:150). Instead, this world is one in which we always and
already find ourselves acting and living (Heidegger 1962, Merleau-Ponty 1962, Husserl
1970).

The world “is not an object such that I have in my possession the law of its making; it is the
natural setting of, and the field for, all my thoughts and all my explicit perceptions”
(Merleaw-Ponty 1962.:xi). We, the beings we ourselves are, are in the world—and only in
the world do we know ourselves. This world is that which is primary, that of which we
intend knowledge being always speaking. This phenomenological quest is not an obvious
or an easy one. “Nothing is more difficult to know than precisely what we see” (ibid.:58)
because, in seeing something, we are no longer concerned with ourselves—that is, we are

already far away from the world as we experience it in all its ante-predicative-ness.

In its endeavour to find a presupositionless method of investigation, phenomenology does
not take any position on the traditional subject-object dichotomy, which it overcomes by
stressing the need to describe and not to explain. When fully applied, the phenomenological
method of investigation is devised to enhance our understanding of the phenomenon at
stake. By describing it, recounting its etymology, reducing it to consciousness, penetrating
its essence, watching its appearances, and uncovering concealed meanings, it is correct to
say that, to some extent, a full phenomenological analysis not only describes, but explains

as well. Yet this explanation has different meanings and implications from the traditional
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empiricist or intellectualist explanations. The phenomenological explanation as far as its
empirical relevance is concerned addresses the degree in which it makes sense and appears
to us in all its evidence and intuitiveness. This is addressed in Chapters 3 and 6 will detail

this aspect. ™

The phenomenological method has been applied to a wide range of phenomena for the past
century. We should consider these applications, per se, differently from their findings. The
method is a way into phenomena, a manner of investigation. The organisation, structure,
and interpretation of findings are scientific or philosophical theories, not phenomenology

itself—which is a method of investigation.

For example, Husserl used phenomenology as a method to find an indubitable, primary, and
self-evident base for knowledge. He applied phenomenology to investigate the foundation
of knowledge, suspending belief in the existence of the world (Husserl 1995) in a similar
manner to Descartes’ doubt of everything (Descartes 1993). Husserl turned to Descartes’
method as the model to achieve that which is given beyond the shadow of doubt. In
Cartesian Meditations (first meditation), Husserl (1995:1-3) introduced the concept of
epoché. By analogy with Descartes method of doubt, epoché suspends belief in the
existence of the world. Although they originated in a similar need for evidence, the epoché

and Cartesian doubt are different things.

The epoché is not concerned with the existence or non-existence of the phenomenon, nor
does it doubt it in order to methodically confirm or totally deny it. Suspending belief in
existence brackets the question of existence of the phenomenon under investigation because
phenomenology just wants to achieve a foundational description of the phenomenon, before
undertaking any investigation concerning its existence or non-existence. When we are
questioning the existence or non-existence of a particular phenomenon, we must have
already identified that same phenomenon in such terms as to conclude that it exists or does
not exists—only after we recognise a phenomenon can we question its existence.
Phenomenology does not address the question of existence, but does investigate the earliest

question of essence.

By reducing the experiencing of the subject to a phenomenon in consciousness, Husserl’s
investigations culminated in the pure Ego. This Husserlian Ego survived the suspension of
belief in the existence of the world. It must therefore relate to a domain different from the
suspended world: the transcendental domain, in Husserl’s technical term. So, Husserl broke
with Descartes’ Cogito, ergo sum by pointing out that the surviving Ego cannot be

relocated in the world whose existence was suspended.

Husserl argues that Descartes committed an error when he deduced ‘I exist’ from the

indubitable ‘I think’, because Descartes wrongly ascribed to the ‘pure Ego’ the status of an

3 For now, its is sufficient to note that the power of a phenomenological account is deeply intricate with our
intuitive and instinctive going on action in the world.

-58 -



object in the world. To understand Husserl’s argument, one must recall the concept of
epoché, and its full consequences. The Ego that remains after the epoché has been
performed survived the suspending of belief in the existence of the world; thus, Husserl
concluded it is not a part of the world:

“This Ego, with his Ego-life, who necessarily remains for me, by virtue of such epoché,

is not a piece of the world; and if he says, ‘I exist, ego cogito’, that no longer signifies,

‘I, this man, exists’. (...) nor am I the separately considered psyche itself” (Husserl
1995:25).

Here we are at the core of Husserl’s disagreement with Descartes. For Husserl, the epoché
reveals an indubitable thinking Ego, separated from the existence of the world, and from
the ‘I’, as a man in the world which was suspended at the beginning of the investigation. To
Descartes, the indubitability of the ‘I’ that thinks reveals himself as a subject in the world.
Husserl did not accept this because whatever survives the epoché when the world has been
bracketed cannot return as a something of that same world:

“Descartes does not make clear himself that the ego, his ego deprived of its worldly

character through the epoché, in whose functioning cogitationes the world has all the

ontic meaning [sense of ‘existence’] it can ever have for him, cannot possibly turn-up

as a subject-matter in the world, since everything that is of the world derives its

meaning precisely from these functions - including, then, one’s own psychic being, the

go in the usual sense” (Husserl 1970:81-2; italics and square parenthesis from the
original).

This says that Descartes transforms the Ego that emerges as an Ego not in the world into a
part of that same world. Husserl, therefore, concluded that the ‘purity’ of the Ego emerging
from the epoché is primary to the world, independent of the world’s existence, which in
turn is dependent on this Ego and on its cogitationes. This transcendental Ego is therefore
the sense-giving Ego. It has a presuppositional role because only through it do objects in
the world gain their status as existent objects. Husserl ended this phenomenological quest

on clearly ontological grounds.

While agreeing with Husserl’s critique of Descartes’ conclusion, Heidegger disagreed with
Husserl’s own claims. Heidegger (1962) used phenomenology to describe our being in the
world and to access the essence of modern technology (1977), among other investigations.
When analysing what it is to be human, Heidegger agreed with Husserl’s critique of
Descartes Cogito. Yet, Heidegger disagrees with Husserl’s conclusion. Heidegger points
out that the world, in its worldhood (Heidegger 1962), is precisely that whose existence
cannot be suspended. We simply are unable to do that. Heidegger’s central notion of being-

in-the-world appeared against this phenomenological background of the reduction.

Merleaw-Ponty (1962) used the phenomenological method to describe perception. Other
phenomenologists used the method to investigate many diverse phenomena. For example:
Spiegelberg (1975) analyses the phenomena of ‘experience’, ‘approval’, and ‘we’; and

Hamrick (1985) gives phenomenological accounts of ‘kindness’, ‘political left and right’,
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‘coercion’, ‘appeal’, ‘good’, ‘beautiful’, ‘symbol’. The method is independent of its

applications. It can be applied to whatever phenomenon we think we are facing.

2.3. Key Concepts of Phenomenology

Phenomenology is rich in technical concepts. But when one considers that phenomenology
aims at recovering that which is primary in our experiencing, this seems to create a
contradiction. However, this apparent paradox is resolved because the kind of phenomena
addressed, initial and foundational, are not that about which we usually speak and concern
ourselves with; thus, common words and ordinary language are insufficient for

phenomenological investigations.

In the following sub-sections, we introduce the phenomenological technical concepts of
intentionality, description, reduction, and essence, which fundamentally characterise a
phenomenological analysis in its full scope (Spiegelberg 1994, 1975; Biemel 1980; Schmitt
1996). These concepts were conceived and put to use by Husserl early in the 20 century,

and have continued to be used in the phenomenological investigations since then.

2.3.1. Intentionality

Husserl noted that a thing is always a thing for someone, and an experience is always an
experience of something. Consciousness is the realm where things and experiences appear
as what they are: as datum. This is consistent with the phenomenological unwillingness to
accept the dualistic assumption of the separation between consciousness and matter, mind

and body, subject and object.

To be conscious means to be conscious of something, that is, to be directed towards
something. Experiences “always refer to something beyond itself, and therefore cannot be
characterised independently of this (...) no straightforward sense can be given to an outer,
external, world of objects which are not the objects of such experiences” (Hammond et. al.
1991:2-3).

In perceiving, judging, willing or hoping something, we are in a being-directed-toward
(Husserl 1982, 1964, 1995) in a kind of experience that is itself intentional. 3% This
intentionality, either sensory based or purely mental, allows us to assign a variety of
successive data to the same referents or poles of meanings. “Intention supplies the synthetic
function by which the various aspects, perspectives, and stages of an object are all focused

upon, and integrated into, identical cores” (Spiegelberg 1994:98).

3* There are many possible experiences with different intentional objects and different kind of perceiving, such as
remembering memories, imagining things, elaborating ideas, evaluating concepts, judging states of affairs, and so
on.
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Intentionality means this property of consciousness of being always already conscious of
something. ‘Consciousness of something’ is for Husserl the fundamental property of
consciousness. Consciousness is intentional—it is structurally directed at something.
Things, notions, phenomena in consciousness always appear to be outside, whether one
assumes there is anything outside or not (Hammond et al. 1991:48). In this manner,
without exception, every conscious process is, in itself, consciousness of such and such,

regardless

of what the rightful actuality-status of the objective such and such may be (Husserl 1995).

Intentionality of consciousness addresses appearances and phenomena in consciousness.
What is at stake is the need to describe that which is the phenomenon in consciousness,
regardless of whether or not it exists. Only on the basis of this primary identification would
one be able to conclude anything about its empirical existence.

This fundamental outward direction of consciousness means that consciousness—the
experiencing or acts of consciousness—and objects have an inseparability. Objects of
consciousness and acts of consciousness are interdependent. One cannot address each of
these elements separately, “rather one can identify each item in the relation only by
reference to the other item to which it is related” (Hammond et al 1991.:48). They point
beyond themselves: acts of consciousness point to objects meant; objects point to acts of
consciousness that meant them.*> Thus, they cannot be investigated independently, which
implies that an account of a phenomenon must include both aspects: the object, the

cogitatum, the noematic; and the act itself, the cogitatione, the noetic.

Husserl concluded that the intentionality of experience announces its essential structures,
namely: (i) the subject: the consciousness that is experiencing something; (ii) the action: the

kind of experiencing consciousness is performing; (iii) the intentional object: that towards

which consciousness is directed; and (iv) what is asserted about the intentional object. For

example, when seated we can feel the chair comfortable—we (subject) can feel (action) the

chair (intentional object) comfortable (what is asserted).

These elements are not brought together in a simple relationship. Husserl saw in the
intentional reference of consciousness the objectivising function of the arrangement of
meaning, in which intentional objects and intentional acts are structured in different modes.
Whatever concerns the object—that towards which consciousness is directed—is structured
by the synthesis of identification, which arranges all the object’s appearances as
appearances of itself, of the same object, regardless of the locality or the time of these

appearances.

Experiences are not structured in the way the appearances of objects are structured. If we

have two similar experiences at different times, we still have those two experiences, not

% Both of them can also point to elements to the same kind: acts of consciousness to other acts of consciousness
(for example, remembering an experience) and objects to other objects (such as a plate to a table).
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‘appearances’ of the same experience. Nevertheless, we recognise we have similar
experiences, or experiences of the same type. This shows that we have performed a
synthesis. Husserl (1995) calls this the synthesis of types of modes of consciousness, which
appeals to all the experiences we had in the past that may fall within the same type. It
imposes a new light on past experiences, changing their meaning and clarifying the
intentional object in consciousness. The new synthesis that unifies past experiences within
the same type makes possible the appearance of future experiences of the type of those

already experienced.

This structure of intentional acts seems to be a simple one because it can arise only if a
background of intelligibility and coherence is already in place. We simply cannot combine
any type of elements of the essential structure of consciousness to experience a meaningful
assertion. We apply “certain rules to determine which subject can be combined with what
actions, which intentional objects, and which means of assertion to form coherent
intentional acts” (Schmitt 1996:146). Each one of the four elements that constitute an
intentional act must be appropriate for the other three elements. If any element is
inappropriate, the intentional act makes no sense. For example, the action can be
inappropriate to the object—*“to predict the past”; or the means can be inappropriate to the
action—*“killing a person with kindness”; or what is asserted can be inappropriate to the

intentional object—‘this formula smells of strawberry”; and so forth.

Although these expressions literally make no sense, sometimes they can be used
meaningfully within an adequate context. The sequence of intentional acts in which an
apparently senseless act appears is what carries the possibilities of meaning for this latter
act. Although we know the expression “killing a person with kindness” literally makes no
sense,>® it is often used to mean that an excessive kindness over someone may indeed be
prejudicial to that person. For instance, it might create a situation in which the person does
not cultivate, educate, or prepare himself or herself, that is, the person may be

compromising his or her future by relying on that ‘kindness’.

A single intentional act has, in its constitution, a coherence between all its elements. Only
within this coherence is the act intelligible. The same argument applies to a series of
intentional acts. Each act establishes its sense within a sequence of intentional acts. It is on
the grounds of what the action itself is about, plus in what consist the relationships between
its elements, and what is the location of the act within the sequence of acts to which it
belongs, that the act gains its intelligibility. “We know what a man is up to if we understand
the sequence of his actions and have correct expectations about what he is going to do next”
(ibid.:147). If our expectations are not met, we think that either the man changed his mind,

or that we did not understand him from the beginning.

36 Against the sequence of intentional acts in which it appears, the expression makes no sense. In this text its central
meanings are emphasised in that the expression referred to is to be taken literally.
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The coherence of the intentional act, both in terms of what concerns its four elements and
the series of intentional acts to which it belongs, comes before any consideration about the
good or poor performance of the acts. The relations of coherence and incoherence of
intentional acts form a horizon—the horizon of intentional acts (Husserl 1995). For Husserl,
the horizon of an intentional act is all other experiences or perceivings one might have of
that same act. “[T]he perception has horizons made up of other possibilities of perception,
as perceptions that we could have, if we actively directed the course of perception
otherwise; if, for example, we turned our eyes that way instead of this, or if we were to step
forward to one side, and so forth” (ibid.:44). These possibilities of perception can become
actual only to some extent, because we can never have all the possible perceptions of an

experiencing. Thus, any experience always has horizons.

Each of the appearances of a particular experiencing is, “for consciousness a manner of
exhibition of it. This implies that, while the surface is immediately given, I mean more than
it offers. Indeed, I have ontic certainty of this (...) [experience] to which all the sides at
once belong (...)” (Husserl 1970:157-8). This signifies that an actual experience makes its
perception in consciousness something more than our actual experience, that is, the
intentional object is more than the appearances. That which lies hidden behind its
appearances is the phenomenon itself (Heidegger 1962:59). This phenomenon does not rely
on any particular appearance of the object, but rather on them all.*’ This means that the
phenomenon, such as Husserl’s (1995) example of die, “is already °‘constructed’ in
advance” (ibid.:45) because it is that on which all appearances are dependent. To
distinguish ‘an appearance of the die’, we must already have an idea of what the die is, of
the what-ness of the phenomenon die. This what-ness is the key phenomenological concept

of essence.

Horizons establish themselves on essences and provide the intelligibility of intentional acts
in their actual or potential appearances. To Husserl, it is this horizon, this context of
coherent intentional acts, which is the founding constitution of meaning. Within this
horizon, acts become meaningful. Meaning is thus the way in which the relationships
among the intentional acts of a series, and among the four elements of each act, stand out.
Meaning is a relationship, a something as something (Heidegger 1962). Thus, to be
conscious is to give meaning to the world in consciousness “in so far as 1 am a

consciousness, that is, in so far as something has meaning for me” (Merleau-Ponty 1962:xi).

7 As Merleau-Ponty (1962: 67) explains: “I see the next-door house from a certain angle, but it would be seen

differently from the right bank of the Seine, or from the inside, or again from an aeroplane: the house itself is none
of these appearances: it is, as Leibniz said, the geometrized projection of these perspectives and of all possible

perspectives, that is, the perspectiveless position from which all can be derived, the house seen from nowhere”. The
house, as phenomenon, is the disclosure of that which, lying hidden, is always implicit as horizons, that is, as the

totality of perspectives. “[T]he house itself is not the house seen from nowhere, but the house seen from everywhere.
The completed object is translucent, being shot through from all sides by an infinite number of present scrutinies
which intersect in its depths leaving nothing hidden” (ibid.:69).
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MerleauPonty suggests that the phenomenological concept of intentionality is new, in that
it shows the unity of the world—that towards which consciousness is directed—to be the
primary lived, as an already there (ibid.:xvii). This primary world, shaped within the
immediate experience of men—in which all intentional acts and their meaning are
constituted—is addressed in Husserl’s (1970) life-world, Heidegger’s (1962) being-in-the-
world, and, to some extent, Wittgenstein’s (1967) form of life. The foundational realm to
which these notions point are always already presupposed in exact science researches; they

are the basis on which the concepts and the terms used have their founding constitution.

All our intentional acts take place in the world already experienced as an implicit totality. It
is toward this world as a whole that consciousness, as itself is, is always and already
directed. This directedness is not only a directedness of our acts towards intended objects in
consciousness, but a directedness towards a world itself, which we are always and already
in (Husserl 1970, Heidegger 1962, Merleaw-Ponty 1962).

2.3.2. Description

The description aims at a returning to the world as primarily and directly experienced. The
description is an attempt to outline phenomena as purely as possible, without taking into
account psychological origins or causal explanations “which the scientist, the historian or
the sociologist may be able to provide” (Merleau-Ponty 1962:vii). As such, the investiga tor
should proceed by trying to describe the phenomenon intuitively as it first appears in
consciousness. Here, the investigator is not looking to explain the phenomenon, how it
functions, or what it means— but just to describe it as it appears to us, intuitively and

instinctively.

The description can have different contours, depending on whether or not it is taken as the
first phase of a phenomenological investigation. Husserl’s proposal was one of starting by
performing the epoché, suspending belief in the existence of the world, and describing the
phenomenon afterwards. Other phenomenologists defended the performance of the
reduction after a first description of the phenomenon has been concluded (Spiegelberg

1994:107). The next section deals with this aspect in some detail.

The description addresses the modes in which the phenomenon under investigation appears,
that is, it accounts for one’s experiencing of the phenomenon. When distinguishing
appearances, phenomenology does not intend to contrast them with reality, which is the
common attitude in ordinary life and many philosophical uses. Instead, phenomenology
seeks to differentiate these appearances from the phenomenon itself, that is, from the all
perspectives against which the thing is experienced in its essence. For example, writing on
a PC or watching TV are appearances of IT, but IT, itself, is something different. IT is the

phenomenon that appears as a PC, a TV, or any other device—all of them recognised as IT.
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The description of the phenomenon under investigation proceeds intuitively towards the
intentional object and the intentional act—for example, the PC or the TV, and the writing
and the watching. Each of these aspects defines a type of description: the noematic
description that accounts for the appearances of the intentional object, and the noetic
description that addresses the experiencing itself.>®

The noematic account describes what we are experiencing, the cogitata, the meant object,
such as the perceived, wished, or remembered object. It is the description “of the intentional
object as such, with regard to the determinations attributed to it in the modes of
consciousness concerned... which stand out when attention is directed to” it (Husserl

1995:36). The following is a passage from Husserl’s noematic description of the

phenomenon of ‘perceiving a die’*°:

“The one identical die appears, now in “near appearances”, now in “far appearances’:
in the changing modes of the Here and There, over against an always co-intended,
though perhaps unheeded, absolute Here (in my co-appearing organism). (...) the near-
thing, as “the same”, appears now from this “side”, now from that; and the “visual
perspectives” change—also, however, the other manners of appearance (tactual,
acoustic, an so forth), as we can observe by turning our attention in the right direction.
Then, if we pay particular heed to any of the die’s features that shows itself in the die-
perception (for example: the die’s shape or color, or one of its faces in particular, or the
square shape or particular color of that face), the same is again the case. (...) looking
straightforwardly, we have perhaps the one unchanging shape or color; (...) we have its
manners of appearance (orientational, perspectival, and do forth) following one another
in continuous sequence. Furthermore, each of these manners of appearance (for
example: the shadowing forth of the shape or color) is itself an exhibition of the shape,
the color, or whatever the feature is that appears in it” (Husserl 1995:39-40; italics,
parentheses, and quotations marks from the original).

The noetic addressing describes the experiencing, the modes of the cogito—that is, the
ways in which one experiences something, such as perceiving, wishing, or remembering
something. When doing this for the phenomenon of die, the attention of the investigator
should focus on the perceiving of the ‘perceiving a die’ rather than the die itself. Husserl
noted on this theme:

“This appearing “flows away” with its temporal extents and phases, which, for their

part, are continually changing appearances of the one identical die. (...) Now the same

die (the same for consciousness) can be intended in highly diverse modes of

consciousness — simultaneously, or else successively in separated modes of

consciousness — for example: in separate perceptions, recollections, expectations,

valuations, and so forth” (ibid.:41-42; italics, parentheses, and quotation marks from
the original).

This apparently double-sided description 1is truly the same description, because

intentionality unites them in a synthesis of identification and in a synthesis of types of

38 Noetic is a Greek word rooted in the verb noesis, which corresponds to the Latin verb cogito. Noematic is the
adjectival form of noema, a Greek word that means the same as the Latin cogitatum.

* Husserl performed this description with the aim of achieving a first description of the structures of consciousness
itself. Husserl attempted to show that the structures of our experiences are what they are because the Ego, the
consciousness that survives the epoché, has that same structure. This should be borne in mind when reading this
quotation and the next one.
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modes of consciousness. For Husserl, all phenomena, united in the referred syntheses, are
possible on the grounds of a fundamental form that makes these syntheses of consciousness
possible. That universal and grounding synthesis is the all embracing consciousness of
internal time (Husserl 1995:43):

“The correlate of this consciousness is immanent temporality itself, in conformity with

which all the life-processes belonging to the ego that can ever be found reflectively

must present themselves as temporally ordered, temporally beginning and ending,

simultaneous or successive, within the constant infinite horizon: immanent time”
(ibid.).

Temporality—which for Heidegger is the clue into the question of Being (Heidegger
1962)—is the ultimate ground on which the noematic and the noetic synthesis are united.
Both syntheses belong to the same pole of union within the context of temporality. The
phenomenological description of a phenomenon, as it is intuitively performed*® upon its
contours and involvement, opens the way for reducing the phenomenon to a phenomenon

in consciousness.

2.3.3. Reduction
It was in the Ideen (Husserl 1982) that the technical concept of the phenomenological

reduction, or the epoché, first appeared as a technique to offer the pure and unadulterated
phenomena that could not be reached in the naive or natural attitude of everyday life.
Husserl defended the need for phenomenological studies to require a previous suspension
of belief in the actuality, or reality, of the phenomena. The existence of the world must be
put between brackets, not because the philosopher should doubt it, but merely because its

existence is not the concern of phenomenology (Biemel 1980:627).

Husserl considered the technical process that leads to suspending belief in existence as the
most important development of his phenomenology. He considered it a way to ‘“‘secure
phenomena in their pure and indubitable form, free from transcendent interpretations”
(Spiegelberg 1994:107). To achieve this detached, non compromised way of turning to the
things, we must make explicit the deepest assumptions on which we rely. “It is because we
are through and through compounded of relationships with the world that for us the only
way to become aware of the fact is to suspend the resultant activity, to refuse it our

complicity (...), or yet again, to put it ‘out of play’” (Merleau-Ponty 1962:xiii).

The reduction does not imply a judgement about the existence or nonexistence of the
world or of the phenomenon in question. “No denial of existence or any idealistic assertion
is involved at this stage. (...) Instead we are to direct our glance by way of a peculiar

reflection to what is left of the phenomenon in all its aspects, to intuit its essence, to analyse

* In Husserl’s example of the die the phenomenological reduction was already performed. He refers the contours
and characteristics of the phenomenon as they appear in consciousness. In this investigation the reduction will only
be performed upon the phenomena investigated, IT and strategy, after a first description is done, as mentioned
above.
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and to describe it without paying attention to its existence” (Spiegelberg 1994:120). As
MerleauPonty noted, this move does not involve any fundamental claim. The suspension
of belief in the existence of the world is not:

“(...) because we reject the certainties of common sense and a natural attitude to things

- they are, on the contrary, the constant theme of philosophy - but because, being the

presupposed basis of any thought, they are taken for granted, and go unnoticed, and

because in order to arouse them and bring them to view, we have to suspend for a
moment our recognition of them” (Merleau-Ponty 1962:xiii).

The reduction is a technique that supports the neutrality of the investigator’s position,
helping her or him not to become committed to any explicit or implicit account of the
empirical existence and contours of the phenomenon under investigation. Phenomena in
consciousness is the theme of phenomenology, not their existence or non existence, that is,
not their onticity. The reduction attempts to achieve a reflective standpoint that is
appropriately uncommitted (Hammond et al. 1991:42). The main argument in favour of the
relevance of this concept—one of the breakthroughs of phenomenology—is that in
questioning the existence or non-existence of some phenomenon or object, whatever it
would be, one must already be able to identify that phenomenon or object; otherwise, how
would one be able to say that it exists or not? Therefore, we have to suspend belief in the
existence of the intentional object in order to describe it. That which is to be apprehended
is the pure phenomenon in consciousness, dropping all reference to the individual and to its
particularities—as it manifests itself in consciousness, without any kind of evaluation, such
as ‘real’, ‘unreal’, ‘existent’, ‘non-existent’, ‘imaginary’, etc. Reduction aims to suspend
the taken-for-granted everyday existence of the world, and return to things as they are

experienced in consciousness.

Reduction is a methodological step that can be taken either as an intermediary phase of the
phenomenological method of investigation, or as its first phase. Husserl’s use of reduction
as his methodological first phase only shows that, on accounts of the phenomenon he was
investigating—the foundations of knowledge—he had decided to bracket the empirical
existence of the world, because it was the result of an implicit previous and performed
description of the phenomenon addressed. Thus, an intuitive description whether explicit

or not should indeed be the first phase of the method.

Within the theoretical foundations of this investigation, the reduction is taken only as the
third phase of the method (after the description and the etymological analysis). In this way,
we attempt to preserve the maximum intuitiveness of a first description of the phenomena

of IT and strategy.

The epoché, or the reduction, is understood by some phenomenologists—including
Husserl’s contemporaries—not as a claim on epistemological grounds, but as a
methodological step. Furthermore, some phenomenologists do not even consider the
reduction necessary for a phenomenological investigation, but only as helpful (Spiegelberg

1994:107). This divergence has not had any serious consequences in the phenomenological
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movement because the suspension of belief in existence works in both the ‘helpful’ or
‘necessary’ cases. That which determines the character of the reduction might indeed be
not phenomenology, but rather the ontological and epistemological assumptions on which

each investigator relies.

That this phenomenological concept is addressed either as epoché or as reduction seems to
support both places it can have in the sequence of phases that comprise the
phenomenological method. Performing the epoché seems to mean an entering into the
investigation after already having suspended belief in the existence of the world. Epoché
means this primary and conditioning position—a total “parenthesizing” of the Objective
world (Husserl 1995:20). In contrast, reduction suggests a shrinkage of something already
in place, that is, a bracketing out of the actuality of the described phenomenon. It is this
phenomenon reduced to consciousness that is to serve as the basis on which the

investigator proceeds towards the essence of that same phenomenon.

2.3.4. Essence

When we describe an object or an idea, and bracket out its empirical existence, we obtain
an example. This example is not yet the essence of the phenomenon, but a first reduction
towards the core phenomenological concept of essence. One can grasp the meaning of the
phenomenological essence by saying that essences are the essence of phenomenology
itself; phenomenology studies essences (Husserl 1964, 1970, 1995; Heidegger 1962, 1977,
1978, 1982; Merleau-Ponty 1962).

The traditional meaning of the word essence is what something is in its own terms. When
addressing that which makes a thing what it ‘is’, we do not take into account those
instances that make a thing a specific thing in time and space—a concrete empirical object.
Instead, we focus our attention on those elements necessary for something to be part of a
class of things we already take it to belong to. When distinguishing something particular,
identifying some concrete object, or characterising some specific event, we implicitly
admit to knowing in advance the kind of thingness to which the thing we are talking about

belongs.

This initial meaning of the word essence has the character of an a priori necessity, a non
empirical, universal, and unconditionally valid condition (Husserl 1970). However, the
phenomenological concept of essence underwent some change in the work of Heidegger.
He did not understand it simply as ‘what something is’, but also as “the way in which
something pursues its course, the way in which it remains through time as what it is”
(Lovitt in Heidegger 1977: fn.3). Heidegger felt it was necessary to recover the

etymological roots of the notion of essence, which meant the way in which a thing endures
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as presence (Heidegger 1977, 1978b).*! Heidegger re-addressed the issue of essence versus
existence under the more fundamental question of the meaning of Being. The ‘what-Being’
(essence) and the ‘that-Being’ (existence) are undercut by the opening up of Dasein’s
essence “in its existence” (Heidegger 1962:67). Thus, Heidegger tried ‘to develop a non
traditional concept of essence as “essential unfolding” (wesen as a verb) (Polt 1999:64). It

is this temporalised notion of ‘essence’ that is adopted in this investigation.

Let us consider the desktop PC as an example. Why is it that we are able to refer to a
particular PC, as a PC? To recognise particular PCs as particulars implies a recognition
that those PCs are particulars of something else. PCs as particular must be delimited,
actualised, concretised, specified, that is, they go beyond something that is common to all
of them. This something common to all of them is that which is not particular but
universal—that in which the essence of a PC is to be found. Thus, whenever we identify a
thing as a particular thing (object, experience, event, and so forth) we have, in fact,

unknowingly already entered the ground of essence.

The notion of IT—the idea, itself, of IT—is that against which, and in which, all actual IT
devices are confronted. IT is the original object, which does not necessarily follow from
existence in any real world outside consciousness; it only remains as the necessary
substrate for an object to be that which we designate it to be. That which appears in
consciousness is what is addressed, without taking an a priori stand on its empirical
existence or non-existence. For, irrespective of its source—be it mental or sensory—
behind every judgement about the particular, there always already exists an essence that
made such a judgement possible in the first place.

For example, when one identifies a particular object as an IT device, the ITness of the
device must already be present in the subject's consciousness, otherwise this identification
would not be possible. The ideal, intuited object of ITness is the essence of all the actual
objects we distinguish as part of an IT that is precisely defined by that same essence.
Phenomenology deals with this essence implied in the act of intentionality as such. It
addresses the what-is-ness of IT, in contrast to empirical research that address the this-ness

or there-ness of IT devices.

Contrary to the common understanding of the meaning of the word essence, the
phenomenological concept of essence does not rely on empirical generalisation, comparing
many examples and identifying their common features. There are two main reasons for this.
Firstly, the actualisation of an essence in a particular context means an understanding in
actual terms, which may add various non-essential elements because they happen with the
domain of empirical existence. Secondly, what is common to any given number of

examples is not necessarily the essence of the examples. The essence, which is of course

“! This temporalised notion of essence has its roots in the ancient Greek word Logos, namely in what concerns its
usage by Heraclitus—Ilogos meant the way in which something is, and remains what it is.
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common to all the examples, is common not only to the examples analysed but also to
every potential example of that phenomenon—because the essence is such that there can
be no phenomenon without it. Furthermore, the process of generalisation itself already
presupposes the existence of essence since:
“(...) the abstraction of the general idea ‘red’ is arrived at by leaving out of account all
those respects in which several red objects differ in order to hold on to that respect in
which they are similar. But the concept of similarity (or even respect) which is in

question here itself presupposes the very comprehension (of the essence of ‘red’)
which it is supposed to account for” (Macann 1993:9).

Therefore, essences are not generalisations. They are a different kind of common feature,
inasmuch as they are the decisive elements in every particular example whose actualisation
implies these decisive elements of the phenomenon in question. Essences are not actualised
as something here or something there because they do not exist in the actual world, but are
in the very structure of consciousness as foundations of knowledge and experience—as a
priori and necessary features for knowledge and experience. This is clear in the

generalisation that is central to the empirical sciences.

Essence is thus what a thing must be in order to be a thing of a particular class of things,
which implies that it is not actualised as something here or there, in its existence in a
particular time and space. Essences do not exist in the actual world, but in consciousness, as
foundations of knowledge and experience. As such, essences are intuitively grasped—as a
body in its bodyness, a man in his humanness, an apple in its appleness, a device in its
ITness. This intuition is the base on which all knowledge of phenomena is to be founded.

Such intuition is not achieved by inspiration, but by effort (Husserl 1982, 1964).

In phenomenology intuition does not have the meaning that it has in ordinary language,
which is usually in the sense of an inspirational idea or an instinctive adaptation.
Spiegelberg (1994:105) explained its phenomenological meaning: “Intuiting of general
essences must be based on the careful consideration of representative examples, which are
to serve as stepping stones, as it were, for any generalising “ideation”. It is also necessary
to vary such examples freely but methodically in order to grasp essential relationships
between general essences”. In this process of intuiting, we primarily conceive and
understand an object, in nature or in imagination, before applying any kind of interpretation
or analysis to it. “To every object there corresponds an ideally closed system of truths that
are true of it and, on the other hand, an ideal system of cognitive processes by virtue of
which the object and the truths about it would be given to any cognitive subject” (Husserl
1917, in McCormick and Elliston 1981).

For example, when we identify an object as a tree we are implying that we know in advance
what it is to be a tree; otherwise, how could we ever recognise a tree? It is the same case as
when we imagine a tree, not grounding that thought on sensory perception of any actual
tree. Even fictional intuitions, for example in artistic works, are intuitions of objects, so

carry ‘object phenomena’ intrinsically with them. These fantasised phenomena, not
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characterised as actualities, are structured in consciousness in the same way as are objects
in nature: as ‘intentional objects’ appearing in a nature ‘out there’, but for non-essential
deviations:
“Natural objects (...) must be experienced before any theorising about them can occur.
Experience is consciousness that intuits something and values it to be actual;
experiencing is intrinsically characterised as consciousness of the natural object in
question and of it as the original: there is consciousness as the original as being there
“in person” (...). Here, therefore, ‘phenomenon’ signifies a certain content that

intrinsically inhabits the intuitive consciousness in question and is the substrate for its
actuality valuation” (ibid.:11).

The idea of a tree, against which all actual trees are confronted, is the original object that
does not call for existence in any real world outside consciousness, remaining necessary
only as the substrate for an object to be a thing of this particular class. This ideal, intuited
object is the essence of all the actual objects we distinguish as part of a class, which is

precisely defined by that which is invariable for that class—its essence.

It might seem that, with the notion of essence, phenomenology would be abandoning its
methodological purity, and entering ontological and epistemological grounds. Arguments
countering this kind of claim have long been presented by Husserl, Heidegger, Merleaw-
Ponty and others. However, it seems that the issue is not entirely clarified. What needs to
be demonstrated is that essence belongs to human understanding, in the same way that

logic does, by being self-evident.

When Husserl concluded that pure Ego, surviving the bracketed world, is the apodictic—
self-evident and primary—source of knowledge, he was also implicitly conceding that
evidence and logic were the very initial criteria on which that source bases itself. This

meant that evidence and logic are the understanding in which we are who we are.*?

Logic and evidence are the understanding in which consciousness is. It is only because it is
already evident for itself that consciousness logically determines its own self-evidence.
Thus, evidence and logic are the indisputable grounds of thinking—they are in themselves
self-evident, absolutely primary, only relying on themselves to appear as themselves in the
ways they are in themselves, that is, as necessary truths. Because it is that which is
presupposed whenever consciousness is what itself is, essence shares with logic and
evidence the same foundational role.

In the course of performing his descriptions in Cartesian Meditations, Husserl (1995:69-71)
noted that “such expressions as “essential necessity” and “essentially determined” force
themselves upon us “for good reasons”, noting that “a definite concept of the Apriori, first
clarified and delimited by phenomenology, receives expression”. At stake here are not the

fundamental features of an experience, but the fundamental traits of every actual or

** When we argue something, concluding such and such or when we refuse one argument in favour of another, we
are revealing more than our position about the issues at stake. In arguing, in thinking, in concluding, we are
conceding that evidence and logic are the very initial criteria, that is, that evidence and logic are the understanding
in which we are who we are, as self-conscious beings.
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potential experience in consciousness—the ‘good reasons’ themselves. If we discovered the
fundamental traits of the pure description of all bracketed phenomena, we would be on the

way to solve the mystery of that which would ‘force themselves upon us’.

When one varies in imagination the case from which one starts, the descriptions of the
variations are no longer the descriptions of one’s own experience. These latter descriptions
pick out not only features which all actual experiences have in fact, but also features of all
imaginable experience. These features, as features of all imaginable experience—that is, of
all conceivable and possible experience—are essential features of experience in that they
are the characteristics which make an experience that which itself is. Thus, these essential
features are not contingent on the existence of the experiences nor, for Husserl, dependent
on the world whose existence has been bracketed. Hence, these essential features—this
essence—is necessarily an a priori (Hammond et al. 1991:75-76).

This means that Husserl’s ‘good reasons’, that is, essences, are not a feature of any
particular experience, imagined or otherwise. Good reasons force themselves upon us
because they are a feature of consciousness. For any particular experience, the ‘good
reasons’ that force such and such to be described as a necessity are based on the apodictic
concept of essence. Each particular essence of a phenomenon can be brought to the
foreground of understanding only because the essence itself is the primary and apodictic
foundation of all possible experiences—an a priori of consciousness, a feature co-

foundational with the world.

Essence, not essence of such and such, but essence itself—the essence of essences—is thus
a primary and absolute necessity in human understanding. Starting from a diverse question,
Heidegger’s investigations into the realm of truth point out that the “essence of truth is the
truth of essence” (Heidegger 1978b:137). That is to say, what is essential for truth, the
whatness of truth, that which truth is, is the truth-of-essence. Because essence is apodictic,
truth itself is the realm in which it is self-evident that we are. We are in the realm of truth,
and it is the experience of truth which is self-evident (Merleaw-Ponty 1962:xvi; Husserl
1970b:190).

This intimate relationship between essence and truth can be fully grasped by following
Heidegger’s original account of these two notions. For Heidegger, the meaning of essence,
of essential unfolding, is the way in which a being remains present, endures, “wdhren” in
German (Lovitt 1977:4 fn.1). “Socrates and Plato already think the essence of something as
what essences, what comes to presence, in the sense of what endures” (Heidegger 1977:30).
Thus, “Wesen [essence in English] is the same of wdhren, to last or to endure” (ibid.:161).
“Enduring is a remaining there, a presencing” [Anwesen in German] (ibid.). This Anwesen
has the meaning of having arrived in unconcealment (ibid.), in the sense of the ancient
Greek word alétheia (Macquarrie and Robinson in Heidegger 1962:57 fn.l1), of a

presencing in the realms of truth, of Wahrheit in German.
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This case is further confirmed by accounts of the etymology of Wahrheit and of wdhren.
When referring to the coming into unconcealment in the sense of alétheia—of a belonging
to truth—Heidegger hyphenates the word Wahr-heit in order to expose its stem, wahr
(Lovitt 1977:12 fn.12), which is also the stem of wdhren. Wahrheit means truth, wdhren
indicates to endure, wahren denotes to watch over and keep safe, bewahren signifies to
preserve, Wahrnis means allowing to be manifest. All these words come from the Old High
German word wara, which goes back to the ancient Greek word éra (ibid.:165). Ora points
to “the respect we have, the honor and esteem we bestow” (ibid.:164). Thus, all German
words with the stem wahr have a common derivation and an underlying meaning.
“Hyphenating Wahrheit draws it overtly into this circle of meaning. It points to the fact that
in truth, which is unconcealment, a safekeeping carries itself out” (ibid.:12 fn.12). Hence,
essence belongs to the realms of truth. Essence as wdhren leads into Wahrheit substantively,
in that essence as such is truth, first in itself (not depending on anything else) and

absolutely necessary.

As we are conscious, we have consciousness of something: a tree, a computer, a number, or
any other entity. The concept of essence is always already in place. It is on the grounds of
essence that we distinguish particular entities, be it an individual tree, a specific number, or
a certain computer. The concept of essence grounds the way we are what we are in the
world. Thus, the idea of essence, as an a priori feature rather than the essence of this or of

that, is fundamental to human understanding.

Essences are a primary and absolute necessity both for our ongoing everyday living in the
world, and for the development and application of the rules of exact science. Only because
exact science already knows what to look for, that is, what essentially defines the kind of
data that it values as relevant, can it later generalise. Its first induction and its later
deduction imply the grounding of the reasoning of exact science on essences—‘‘the
meaning of universal propositions can be satisfied only by the admission of general
essences; that it presents instances in which we believe we face them directly” (Spiegelberg
1994:96). A genuine understanding of essences is derived from the foundation of the
intuitive experiencing of the particular examples we are facing in their particularity. The
meaning of universal propositions is established in this admission of the general essences of

what is presented in the particulars.

Phenomenology is a non-empirical quest, which establishes a correct way of proceeding

that relies on consciousness and its structures. This correctness is built on logic*?, on the

“ A key dictum of phenomenological investigations is the application of a logic known as the noninference
criterion. For phenomenology, to infer has a precise technical meaning, different from common understanding.

When we say ‘I am reading this book’, we would conclude that ‘this books exists’, that is, we infer the existence of
the book. However, this conclusion cannot be logically supported because it does not exclude the possibility of
hallucinations, of dreams, and so forth. What we can infer from ‘I am reading this book’ is, for instance, that that
book, as it is, is supposed to be made of paper and bounded. As another example, having three books means I can
infer that I also have one book, and two books as well—logically there needs to be one, and two, in order to be three.
In phenomenology, we say something is inferred from a premise, or set of premises, if the falsity of the conclusion
is incompatible with the truth of the premise(s). When something is inferred in this way, no empirical judgement
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apodictic concept of essence, and on evidence. Evidence here is used differently to
evidence in the empirical sense. It relates to that which is self-evident**—evident in itself,
impossible to be conceived otherwise. To deny this foundational evidence would be to deny

the very source of any empirical judgement already presumed.

Like any other method, a phenomenological investigation is realised through a
methodological circle. However, phenomenology strives to accept, and to proceed only
within, the primary and foundational circle of human understanding: consciousness and its
a priori rules and procedures. The phenomenological method can be said to organise the
investigation according to the way this organising organises itself, that is, the method
explicitly organises the inquiry in the way thinking implicitly organises the method. To
Husserl (1917:10), phenomenology “is inferior in methodological rigor to none of the
modern sciences” because it is strictly based on evidence and logic, assuming nothing else

than what has been thoroughly questioned and remained firm.

On this ground, the phenomenological notion of essence serves as a means of pursuing the
ultimate goal of understanding our multifaceted, intricate, complex, contradictory,
surprising, and strange engagement in the world as it is always and already unfolding.
“[T]he essence is here not the end, but a means, that our effective involvement in the world
is precisely what has to be understood and made amenable to conceptualization, for it is
what polarizes all our conceptual particularizations” (Merleaw-Ponty 1962:xiv). The aim of
a phenomenological investigation is, thus, to bring into the foreground the thing itself, as it
is—before reflection begins. The eidetic reduction, that is, the uncovering of the essence of
the phenomenon, “is the determination to bring the world to light as it is before any falling
back on ourselves has occurred, it is the ambition to make reflection emulate the
unreflective life of consciousness” (ibid.:xvi). This is the deeper meaning of the
phenomenological concept of essence.

2.4. The Phenomenological Method

That some relevant texts on phenomenology begin with the question “What is
phenomenology?” (Merleau-Ponty 1962:vii; Dreyfus 1991:30; Hammond et al. 1991:1;
Boland 1985:195) is an interesting clue on the deepest nature of phenomenology: a method.

It is only because phenomenology has no typical intellectual construction that it is in order

can show it to be false—*a statement of the noninference criterion is non-empirical in the sense that no empirical
statement can show it to be false” (Schmitt 1996: 145).

* There are two types of self-evidence: pure and impure (Husserl 1982). Pure self-evidence does not include any
reference to matters of fact; impure self-evidence does include such a reference. Pure self-evidence is in a state of
affairs itself, e.g., ‘2 means 1 plus 1’, ‘two points determine a straight line’, and so forth. Impure self-evidence is in
an asserting proposition, e.g., ‘the snow is white’, ‘the sky is blue’, ‘she is a student’. Pure self-evidence is a kind of
self-evident structure of being what we ourselves are. It is not dependent on perceptual intuition. In ontic terms,

every subject, everywhere, and every time, is in the realm of pure self-evidence. Impure self-evidence is dependent
on the life-world of each subject; it is related to the ways in which t he subject experiences and is in the world.

-74 -



to start addressing its nature by the fundamental question ‘What is phenomenology?’ As
Merleaw-Ponty (1962:viii) noted: “Phenomenology can be practised and identified as a
manner or a style of thinking”, that is, as a method, not an epistemological or ontological
theory:
“[Phenomenology] does not subscribe to a ‘standpoint’ or represent any special
‘direction’; for phenomenology is nothing of either sort, nor can it become so long as it
understands itself. The expression ‘phenomenology’ signifies primarily a

methodological conception” (Heidegger 1962: 50) [italics and quotations marks from
the original].

Heidegger noted that the meaning of phenomenology is quite different to other similar
expressions ending with ‘-logy’, such as theology, sociology, and biology. These
expressions designate the subject-matter of their respective sciences. Phenomenology, on
the contrary, “merely informs us of the “how” with which what is to be treated in this
science, gets exhibited and handled” (ibid.:59).

The word phenomenology, which taken literally means the study or description of
phenomena, has its origins in ancient Greek. Heidegger (ibid.:50-63) traced back the
meaning of the two components of the word phenomenology—phenomeno- and -logy. He
suggested the following preliminary conception of phenomenology: “To let that which
shows itself be seen from itself in the very way in which it shows itself from itself”
(ibid.:58). In this important formulation ‘that which shows itself’ is the object meant, or the
idea thought, or the concept conceived’; the expression ‘be seen’ means be experienced in
consciousness; ‘from itself” has the significance of making the thing manifest, making it
accessible in its togetherness; and ‘in the very way in which it shows itself from itself’
points to an understanding of the object meant in its terms, as free as possible from
presuppositions, contexts, and explanations.

For Heidegger this formulation does not say more than the well-known maxim of
phenomenology “To the things themselves!”. He concludes that phenomenology does not
designate its subject- matter because its object is not a subject- matter but a ~ow. This means
that ‘phenomenology’ is first and foremost a method of investigation, whose object is the
way in which phenomena are treated; “such a way that everything about them which is up
for discussion must be treated by exhibiting it directly and demonstrating it directly”
(ibid.:59). This directness is reached by the phenomenological method, which addresses
the phenomenon as it is in itself for itselfl] in terms of its thinghood (ibid.:59). This
thinghood is the is-ness of a being, the humanness of humans, the treeness of tress, the

ITness of IT, the strategyness of strategy.

Our investigation into the essential nature of IT and strategy follows the phenomenological
method as it was synthesised by Spiegelberg (1975, 1994). Nevertheless, minor changes
were needed on the basis of the ontological and epistemological assumptions laid open as
the investigation proceeded, and on accounts of the nature of phenomena inquired into as

revealed by analysis. For this latter reason, the study of relationships between elements of
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the same essence, and between essences of related phenomena, is not addressed per se as a
single phase of the method, as Spiegelberg suggests (1994). Instead, it is part of the central

phase 4 in investigating the essence of the phenomenon.

This core phase of the method also accounts for some investigating procedures that are
typical of the study of “the constitution of the phenomenon in consciousness” (Husserl
1964), which Spiegelberg suggests might be taken as a single phase of the method. Other
phases of the method account for some aspects of that study as well.*> We found this
option to be more insightful than to work out “the constitution of the phenomenon in

consciousness” as a single phase of the method.

Nonetheless, the main adaptation we introduce to Spiegelberg’s presentation of the
phenomenological method concerns the traditional etymological critique of this kind of
investigation. We consider the phenomenological account of the etymology of the words
that identify the phenomenon as not merely a step of the first phase of the method, but
rather as a whole second phase in its own right. Such an adaptation, which to some extent
is only a recognition of an important and recurrent phenomenological practice, is clearly
supported by the phenomenological investigations of Heidegger (1962, 1977, 1978).
Moreover, our methodological option is consistent with the ontological basis of this
investigation, which claim a foundational status for language in the phenomenon of the

being we ourselves are.

The phenomenological method we apply in this investigation into IT, strategy, and the
relationships between these two phenomena, is therefore structured in the following six

phases:

(1) Describing the Phenomenon

(2) Analysing the Etymology

(3) Performing the Reduction

(4) Investigating the Essence

(5) Watching Modes in Which the Essence Appears
(6) Interpreting Concealed Meanings

In specifying these six sequential phases, as we use them in this investigation, it is
important to stress their implicit unity and essential connections. The phases are united in
the basic purpose of “giving us a fuller and deeper grasp” (Spiegelberg 1975:57) of the

phenomenon, which can only be achieved if all six phases are fully applied. The method is

* When performing the description (phase 1) and when reducing the phenomenon to a phenomenon in
consciousness (phase 3), either for the case of IT or strategy, we take into account some aspects of the modes in
which ‘the phenomenon gets constituted in consciousness™—the ways in which the phenomenon establishes itself
and takes shape in our consciousness, analysing the essential sequence of its steps. The example of how one gets
oriented in a new city highlights the kind of awareness this procedure might provide (Spiegelberg 1994).
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applied in Chapter 4 to IT, and in Chapter 5 to strategy. Chapter 6 shows how the method

is used in dealing with the relationships between what essentially IT and strategy are.

The following sub-sections present a succinct, but rigorous and somewhat detailed,

account of each of the phases that constituted the method we applied.

Phase 1: Describing the Phenomenon.

The first phase of the method is devised broadly to articulate the phenomenon under
analysis, setting its contours as ‘free as possible from presuppositions’. Its objective is to
address what appears, setting up the horizon, expressing the comprehensive context, and

describing contours relating to the appearances of the phenomenon.

In this phase, the investigator might deal only with appearances of the phenomenon, that is,
with modes and perspectives through which the phenomenon announces itself. The
investigator needs to describe, for instance, “an observable event y, such as a symptom
which announces a disease x by showing itself, and in or through which x announces itself

without showing itself”, or ‘“x’s announcing-itself in or through y” (Macquarrie and
Robinson in Heidegger 1962:52).

The phenomenon itself is approached by providing a first description of its most intuitive
appearances. This initial description is not devised to achieve an explanation of the
phenomenon, nor to look for some specific kind of data; neither does it try to conform to
some preliminary hypothesis, or previous intellectual construction in which the
phenomenon makes sense. The aim of the investigator is not to explain, but just to describe
what firstly and intuitively appears in the addressing of the phenomenon. To secure the
most benefits from this first phase of the method, one may organise it in the following three

sequential steps: intuiting, analysing and describing.

1" step: Phenomenological Intuiting

Firstly, the investigator characterises the ways in which the phenomenon appears by
identifying its most obvious features and properties, such as its elements, shapes, sizes,
colours, usage, functionality, purposes, aspects, and so forth. He tries to grasp intuitively

the phenomenon in his own words and ideas, as they come to his mind.

Once this is done, he should contrast the phenomenon with intuitively related ones,
comparing their similarities and differences, and describing their contexts. The context in
which the addressed phenomenon appears should now be initially circumscribed and
articulated. All these tasks of the first step should be performed while having perceptual
access to the intentional object n question, for example, holding and looking at a mobile
phone, recalling its usage, or reading texts on a specific concept or idea under analysis and
recalling its applications, and so forth.
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o step.: Phenomenological Analysing

In this step, the investigator needs to distinguish the constituents of the appearances of the
phenomenon: What are its elements? What kind of entities are they? How do they
constitute the phenomenon? How do they relate to each other? Then, the connections
between the particular analysed phenomenon and adjacent ones should be addressed: How

are intuitively related phenomena connected to the addressed phenomenon? In what ways?

This second step concludes by reviewing its new results and those of the first step, in their
togetherness. They should intuitively appear as belonging to the phenomenon under

investigation.

3 step: Phenomenological Describing

This third step is aimed at achieving a new richness of the analysis of the
phenomenon, completing the description of the phenomenon as it intuitively appears for us.
Here, the investigator must review and familiarise himself with the results so far achieved,
and should progress towards an indication of the irreducibility and uniqueness of the
phenomenon. In doing so, he might attempt to describe the phenomenon by negation, by
analogy, and by metaphor.

Some kind of classification of the phenomenon might be proposed, for example, a
framework of class names, or the ‘location’ of the phenomenon regarding an already
developed system of classes. This kind of suggestion should be unambiguous in relation to
whatever concerns the concepts used, which should be the terms of ordinary language or of
a well known and agreed domain of technical terms. In the domain of management, for
example, the terms ‘human resources’, ‘plans’, ‘marketing’, ‘information systems’, ‘critical
success factors’, and so forth. These words should be used in the same way as in day-to-day
activities, not dependent on, or emphasising, any technical meanings. This kind of
classification does not bias one to their underlying assumptions, because they serve only as

a way into the phenomenon, not as a substantive analysis of the phenomenon.

The investigator should make sure that he has put aside assumptions or pre-given
interpretations when performing this last step of the first phase of the method. Describing
the phenomenon in question is a process of ‘“stripping away pretence, prejudice and
unexamined assumptions [which] can be a painful process” (Boland 1985:199). This
intuitive and direct description of the phenomenon outlines its most obvious and apparent

characteristics by setting the grounds on which the next phases of the method proceed.

Phase 2: Analysing the Etymology
The task here is to trace back the origins of the words identifying the phenomenon. This

analysis is not destined to bring back the meaning of words per se, but rather to bring forth
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the meaning of the thing, “in the ante-predicative life of consciousness” (Merleau-Ponty
1962:xv).

The meanings of words in ordinary language, and their evolution through time and space, is
a second beginning of the phenomenological analysis. Ordinary language does not have to
reveal the complexity of phenomena, it is not its purpose and for sure it is not its
achievement (Spiegelberg 1975). What counts is the “reliance on the early meaning of a
word and its changes, to catch sight of the realm penetrating to the matter in question into
which the word speaks” (Heidegger 1977:159).

This kind of phenomenological work shares ome concerns with linguistic analysis, but
goes beyond it. What is at stake here is the recalling of all the relationships of our
experiencing of the phenomenon, that is, bringing back the things, as things themselves. It
is a looking for what is a fact for us, before any thematisation, even before any articulation

in language. “In

the silence of primary consciousness can be seen appearing not only what words mean, but
also what things mean: the core of primary meaning round which the acts of naming and
expression take shape” (Merleau-Ponty 1962:xv).

The work done in this phase is expected to lead to contours of the phenomenon that are
close, or complementary, to the ones achieved in the previous phase—strengthening the
characteristics of the phenomenon, and adding and clarifying further meanings. This could
be important for a deeper grasping of the phenomenon under analysis. Still, the
investigation may turn out to be one in which the results of the descriptive and the
etymological phases are quite different. The clue to take into account in this situation is that,
possibly, the reasons for that discrepancy are in themselves a clarification of what the

phenomenon essentially is.

Phase 3: Performing the Phenomenological Reduction

The phenomenological reduction, as applied in our method, is strictly a methodological
phase for investigating the phenomenon, detached from the ‘everyday naive or natural
living’ (Spiegelberg 1994) while preserving the phenomenal content as fully and as purely
as possible. This detachment process precisely suspends judgement on the existence or non-
existence of the phenomenon addressed. No judgement is made in this third phase about the

issues of empirical relevance to the phenomenon questioned.

The investigator’s objectives here are to build on the consolidation of the results of the first
two phases—description and etymological analysis—by performing the reduction,
bracketing out the features, aspects, and characteristics of the actuality of the phenomenon,
that is, its particular presence in time and space. References to the existence of particular

manifestations of the phenomenon in an ‘outer world’ should be put aside. The
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phenomenon starts to be directly addressed in its generalness, by being reduced to a

phenomenon in consciousness.

This technique facilitates genuine intuiting, analysing, and describing, so enables the
concentration on the what-ness of the phenomenon putting aside its ontic dimension, or its
this-ness or there-ness. Having performed the reduction, the investigator achieves a
description of the phenomenon that relates only to its features in consciousness, not the

characteristics of its examples as they appear in the usually assumed empirical world.

Phase 4: Investigating the Essence

Once the reduction is performed on the consolidation of the findings of the descriptive and
etymological phases of the methodology, the way is cleared for the investigation to advance
into the essence of the phenomenon, which is the central phase of the phenomenological

method.

This phase focuses on reaching the elements strictly necessary for a phenomenon to be
what it is. These elements are invariant from one appearance to another, constituting the
criteria that enable the phenomenon to be recognised as what it is. These particular
appearances of the phenomenon can only be distinguished as particulars against a

background the generalness, which is what is to be addressed in this phase.

Two specific techniques are applied to achieve this objective. Firstly, common elements of
the appearances of the phenomenon are identified through generalisation, thus establishing
a common ground. Secondly, freely varying the elements of this common ground, the
investigator strips out characteristics of the phenomenon that are not necessary, despite
being common features, thereby leaving us with an essential account of the phenomenon.
The technique of generalisation could proceed by (i) distinguishing ‘natural affinities’ in
particulars; (i) lining up particular examples in a continuous series based on the order of

their similarities; and (ii1) identifying common patterns shared by these examples.

As we see the particulars as particulars, we see the common as universal, entering the
grounds of essence as the irreducibillity of the phenomena. Yet, this common-ness is not yet
the essence of the phenomenon. To uncover what is essential to the appearances of the
phenomenon—*“what one can and what one cannot imagine” (Hammond et al. 1991:76)—
one has to discover what elements cannot be taken out of the established common ground

of the phenomenon.

The second technique in this phase— ‘methodical variation’, or Husserl’s (1964, 1982) free
imaginative variation—is devised to proceed from the grounds of generalisation to the
realms of the essence of the phenomenon. It consists on varying elements of an example to
reach its non-variant elements. At each step, we take out one element of the example—for

instance, in imagination we take the foliage out of a tree, asking: ‘Is this element a
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necessary feature for this phenomenon to be the phenomenon we recognised before? Is

foliage a necessary element for a tree to be recognised as a tree?’

If the investigator finds after several attempts that it has become impossible to subtract
more elements without affecting the recognition of the phenomenon, he reverses his
questioning, asking now: ‘What are the necessary features an example must have in order to
be recognised as the example we recognised before?” By varying elements of an example in
these ways, the investigator reaches the essential elements of the phenomenon and the
essential connections between them, that is, the investigation reaches what the phenomenon

strictly is: its essence.

The investigator does not need empirical observations to provide answers because, in every
new variation, the object described will be an object of the same kind if the investigator
recognises it as such. Thus, the implicit criterion of recognition—my ability to recognise
the object—is decisive in this essential reduction of the example. By applying this

technique, the example opens us to the essence of the phenomenon.

The last procedure of this fourth phase of our method is one of uncovering essential
relationships between the elements of the essence investigated, and between that same
essence and closely related phenomena. This step is an attempt to refine the essence
through a priori insight, studying how given elements, appearances, or essences relate to
each other. This can be done by using identification, negation, simultaneity, or other
approaches. For example, we can decide on grounds only of logic that the statement ‘every
colour is extended’ is correct, and ‘every extension has colour’ is incorrect. Empirical
observation does not affect these conclusions; it is just a matter of establishing logical

relationships between the concepts of colour and extension (Kant 1985).

The investigator should make a further refinement, with regard to the relationships within a
single essence. Here, he should verify if the components of the essence are indispensable to
it? Are they or are not they essential to it? In the case of the relationships between several
essences, or between the essence of the phenomenon addressed and appearances of what
would be different phenomena, the investigator should ask: ‘How do these entities relate to

each other? Are the relationships between them necessary, possible or impossible?

For both of these questions, certain components should be set aside and others should be
replaced by diverse elements to evaluate if the essence of the phenomenon in question
remains, changes, transforms itself or reveals itself as impossible. What we try to explore is
the “nexus among all of these elements in their necessities, possibilities, or impossibilities”
as revealed by free imaginative variation (Spiegelberg 1994:700-1). This procedure
clarifies the essence of the phenomenon by identifying essential relationships of its
constituents, and by establishing the ways in which the essence in question relates to
similar entities. In Chapter 6, this last step of the fourth phase of the method will be shown

-81 -



to be particular relevant for this investigation, as it is where the relationships between IT

and strategy are clarified.

Phase 5: Watching Modes in Which the Essence Appears

The fifth phase of the method is devised to explore ways in which the phenomenon
investigated essences. It certainly does so in the phenomenon’s most obvious
appearances—the ones addressed in phase 1 of the method. Yet, phenomena hide to a lesser
or greater extent behind appearances. An essence can show itself as that which it is not in
many different appearances more or less intuitively connected. Thus, having identified the
essence, the task of the investigator is to pay attention to the ways in which the essence
unfolds: its appearances, aspects, perspectives, contexts, and modes in which it indirectly
shows itself.

That which shows itself (the essence) as what itself is not (the appearances) is now to be
investigated precisely in what concerns its appearances, that is, ts actualities. This phase

has the following main steps:

(1) Pay attention to the aspect of a given object from which we know it as a
whole, and be aware at all times of what we experience or see, and imply or assume.
For example, we can never see the whole of a tree, but always imply some of its

aspects.

(i1) Pay attention to the appearance of the thing and to the relevance of the
‘deformation’ of the perspective, as it shapes the object given. For instance, to take

notice of the way in which a side of a cube appears as a trapezoid.

(111)  Note the degrees of clarity and of distinctiveness of the thing that appears, as
well as taking notice of the relevance of the context to the perception of the thing.

For example, when seeing through fog or at unrest (Spiegelberg 1994:703 fls).

This phase of the method clarifies the ways in which the essence of the phenomenon shows
to us in the world, either as aspects of the phenomenon in question or as appearances that,
at face value, show themselves as diverse entities. One of the main values of this phase is
the way it shows us how diverse events in which we are involved, and that matter to us, are

essentially connected and logically interdependent.

Phase 6: Interpreting Concealed Meanings

This last phase of the phenomenological method, introduced by Heidegger’s cardinal work
Sein und Zeit, 1927 (Heidegger 1962), is provided to give access to phenomena whose

essence has concealment within itself.

This phase involves decisive ontological and epistemological claims because the nature and

beingness of that which is doing the phenomenological investigation, that is, we as we
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ourselves are, is taken into account for the analysis of that which is given in that same
phenomenological investigation, that is, the essence of the phenomenon addressed, and so
on in hermeneutic movements. By re-analysing the findings of the investigation in the light
of the ontological constitution of who is performing the investigation, this phase aims at an
uncovering of particular meanings that might not immediately be manifest to our intuiting,
analysing, and describing. This last phase of the phenomenological method is also
particularly relevant to the examination of the phenomena of IT and strategy (sections 4.6.
and 5.5).

2.5. Recapitulation

In Chapter 1 we identified the guiding question of this investigation: How does IT affect
strategy? We established its contours and relevance, and claimed the need to make explicit
the ontological and epistemological assumptions of the investigation. This outset opened up
a way for a phenomenological account of IT and strategy against an ontological background
based on Heidegger’s (1962) findings and on the theory of autopoiesis, which are
thoroughly reviewed in the Appendices.

In this chapter we introduce phenomenology, characterise its key concepts, and present the
method of investigation to be applied. Phenomenology began to take shape with the impact
of the first works of Husserl, in the early 1900s. Since then, phenomenologists have shared
the principle that intuitive experiences constitute the ultimate foundation of all our concepts
and beliefs. Phenomenology strives to be a method aimed at the foundations of all
knowledge, based on nothing but pure evidence and necessary primary-ness. To
phenomenologists, any data & of interest, provided it appears intuitively in consciousness,

that is, either originating in sensory experience or in mental processes.

Phenomenology attempts to describe phenomena faithfully and presupositionless, without
expecting to arrive at an understanding from any starting point other than the facticity of an
always and already experienced world (Heidegger 1962, Husserl 1970, Merleau-Ponty
1962). Phenomenology strives for an essential description of phenomena, as they are in
consciousness, in their own terms. To the things themselves means a turning towards
phenomena that might have been locked from sight by the taken-for-granted assumptions,

or by the prevalent common sense of our daily coping (Husserl 1982).

Phenomenology is rich in technical concepts because the kind of phenomena it addresses,
initial and foundational, is not that about which we usually speak and concern ourselves
with. In this chapter we introduce the key phenomenological technical concepts of
intentionality, description, reduction, and essence, which fundamentally characterise a

phenomenological analysis in its full scope.

Phenomenology is first a method of investigation, whose object is the way in which

phenomena are treated. Phenomenology does not subscribe to a standpoint or represent any
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special direction of research — it is not an epistemological or ontological theory.
Phenomenology “signifies primarily a methodological conception” (Heidegger 1962: 50),
which addresses the phenomenon as it is in itself for itselfl] in terms of its thinghood
(1bid.:59). This thinghood is the is-ness of a being, the humanness of humans, the treeness

of tress, the ITness of IT, the strategyness of strategy.

Our investigation follows, exclusively, the phenomenological method in its original form as
proposed by Husserl and developed by Heidegger. Its structure is presented and detailed in
this chapter as follows: (1) Describing the Phenomenon, (2) Analysing the Etymology, (3)
Performing the Reduction, (4) Investigating the Essence, (5) Watching Modes in Which the
Essence Appears, and (6) Interpreting Possible Concealed Meanings. In specifying these
sequential phases it is important to stress their implicit unity and essential connections.
Their are united in the basic purpose of giving us a fuller and deeper grasp of the
phenomenon; only by applying the six phases can one achieve a full phenomenological

account of a phenomenon.

This investigation attempts to demonstrate the possibilities of phenomenology in its
traditional form in the IS field of research. The method is applied in Chapter 4 to IT, and in
Chapter 5 to strategy. Chapter 6 shows how the method is used in dealing with the

relationships between what essentially IT and strategy are.

We hope our exclusive phenomenological approach and the way in which the method is
detailed in this chapter will provide a significant methodological contribution to the IS field

of research.
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Appendices to Part 1
Theoretical Foundations

The ontological and epistemological assumptions on which an investigation is grounded
decisively shape the inquiry. The ontological and epistemological grounds of this inquiry
are based on Heidegger’s (1962) findings on humanness, the biological theory of
autopoiesis (Maturana and Varela 1980, 1992), and phenomenology.

As referred to in Chapter 1, Heidegger (1962) and autopoiesis have been applied in the IS
field of research to some extent. Thus, our advice in respect to these appendices is that
readers who are well familiarised with Heidegger (1962) and with autopoiesis, should skip
this material as they will lose nothing of the development in Part II by ignoring what
follows. They may want to check Appendix C, on the legitimacy of matching Heidegger’s
findings on humanness with the theory of autopoiesis.

However, for readers who have limited knowledge of Heidegger’s Being and Time or/and
of autopoiesis our advice is different: they should read these appendices immediately
following their reading of chapters 1 and 2. We do not believe it is possible to understand
Part II of this dissertation fully without a sound knowledge of both Heidegger (1962) and
autopoiesis.

This is why, on the advice of my Supervisor, I have placed the Appendices to Part I directly
following that Part, rather than putting them at the end of the dissertation which is the usual
practice. This was done in order to force the reader to make a conscious decision about
whether to skip the appendices, or not. Placing the Appendices at the end of the dissertation,
which would be at the end of Part II, would be an invitation for readers to skip them, or to
read them after having read the all dissertation. This would mean that they would not make
the most of Part II, unless they already had a sound knowledge both of Being and Time and
of autopoiesis.

Furthermore, the act of placing the Appendices to Part I in this position is appropriate and
thoroughly consistent with the philosophical underpinnings of this investigation, especially
those described in Chapter 6, which addresses the issue of authenticity.

-86 -




Appendix A - Heidegger

The word of thinking rests in the sobering quality of what it says. Just the same,
thinking changes the world. It changes it in the ever darker depths of a riddle,
depths which as they grow darker offer the promise of a greater brightness.

Martin Heidegger
Early Greek Thinking (1984:78)

Heidegger might prove to have been the most influential thinker of the 20" century
(Merleau Ponty 1962, Dreyfus 1991, Polt 1999, Introna 1997, Derrida 1991, Levinas 1996,
Sartre 1993, Feenberg 1999, Borgmann 1999, Zimmerman 1990, Introna and Whitley 1998,
Wrathal and Malpas 2001). His work Being and Time has been regarded by many as the
most important piece of Western thought in the 20" century, ever since it first was published
in 1927 (Spiegelberg 1994). But what is Heidegger’s core insight?

Heidegger tries to give an account of the world as it is, i.e., he tries do uncover the world
that both empiricism and intellectualism always already presupposed whenever they
explain that world. Any theory whatsoever must refer to a world previously experienced.
This can be noticed in the cornerstone of much contemporary science, the Cartesian Cogito,
ergo sum, in that to conclude ‘I am’ must show a previous awareness of what it means to
be/to exist (Polt 1999:47).*° Traditional ontologies passed over the world, quickly jumping
to specific subjects that already implied a conception of being as present, as actualitas;
world as such, in its worldhood, tends to be forgotten.

Empiricism and intellectualism fail to see that the world to which they refer is there,
already, irrespective of whatever is thought about it. In a world always already there
(Heidegger 1962), we think as the beings we are, which is the meaning of one of the oldest
claims of Western civilisation: “Thinking and being are the same” (Parmenides in
Heidegger 1984). Kant (1985) considered it a scandal that a proof of the existence of the
external world had not yet been produced. Heidegger (1962) regards it as a scandal that
such a proof had been searched for. Only because that which we are, as we ourselves are,
cannot be stripped out of world, do we come to be revealed as being-in-the-world. A world

* Descartes himself noticed the primacy of the world. In Meditationes (Descartes 1996), he argues that ‘I am’ is
arrived at by induction, not by deduction. Yet, either by deduction or induction, the Cogifo cannot have the meaning
currently attached to it. Quite the contrary, thinking it through shows the pertinence of Heidegger’s being-in-the-
world. If the Cogito is taken as an analytical statement (Kant 1985), in which the predicate is contained in the
subject, its meaning is one in which none of the expressions—°I think’ and ‘T am’—could precede the other because
the ‘I think’ and the ‘I am’ would be logically not factually connected. The case for inductive statements also does
not help Cartesian dualism. If ‘I think’ and ‘I am’ are both inducted, then there is no way of making either of them
to precede the other, and the Cogito would be senseless because ‘I am’ would not depend on the ‘I think’. The
etymological analysis of the English word ‘therefore’ (MW, Crane 2001), whose meaning goes back to the ancient
Greek word logos, supports the notion that ‘I am’ in the Cogifo precedes ‘I think’. The word ‘therefore’ does not
point to a factual consequence, but to a logical necessity. Thus, Cogito, ergo sum, on logical grounds, is saying that
if I think I must already be. A deeper meaning of the Cogito is indeed the opposite of what it is commonly
understood to be. The ‘therefore’ relocates ‘I am’ at the forefront of the matter. Thus, it would be more correct to
say that cogito’s fundamental meaning is that ‘I am’ precedes ‘I think’, which is precisely Heidegger’s claim: that
we, as the beings we ourselves are, are just unable to suspend belief in the existence of the world.
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that is is that which is most evident for us. “If the ‘cogito sum’ is to serve as the point of
departure for the existential analytic of Dasein, then it needs to be turned around, and
furthermore its content needs new ontologico-phenomenal confirmation. The sum is then
asserted first, and in the sense that “I am in the World” (ibid.:254).47

In-the-world beings make a difference for us, whether found in the present, in the past or in
the future. Beings do not belong fundamentally ‘here’ to actuality; beings are not only
entities, others, things, nature that are reflected upon in the moment of the present. Beings
make a difference for us, that is, they are what they are as long as we find them with us in
our own throwness from the past, acting in the present, and projecting towards the future
(ibid.). The difference beings are is in the present, in the past, and in the future—that is,
whatever makes a difference is found against temporality. Thus, temporality, for Heidegger
(ibid.) shows up as the right context to understand Being; it is Being’s context (ibid.).**

“As being-in-the-world Dasein has already discovered a ‘world’ at any time” (ibid.:145).
What does ‘at any time’ mean? What is presupposed in the ‘already’? Temporality is
understood as the context within which Being is made manifest. Being is the already in
place primary distinction of beings-in-the-world as such. Thus, Being’s basis, foundations,
and possibility is temporality itself (ibid., Division II). Against this horizon of temporality,
being-in-the-world is a belonging together of being-in and in-the-world. In-the-world
defines the idea of worldhood as such (ibid.:91-148). Being-in is the ontological
constitution of inhood itself (ibid.:78-79). The belonging together is the entity, ourselves,
that in every case has being-in-the-world as the way in which it is. These items constitute
the phenomena in its wholeness, and should be accessed only as ways into this primary
structure of being- the-world, which is firstly and primordially a whole.

Because every ontologically-explicit account of Dasein’s Being must have had its way
already prepared by the kind of Being which Dasein has (ibid.:360), we need to detail the
first account of being-in-the-world within a deeper understanding of the kind of beings we
ourselves are. This signifies the need to enter an analysis of temporality itself, at the light of
the preliminary findings on humanness. The analysis of these themes is the articulation of a
world always and already discovered by Dasein. It aims the world as that which is, and its
addressing is a formal indication of an ontological ground. Thus, being-in-the-world
accounts for the true story referred by the ancient Greek expression onta logos (Chapter 1).

A.l. Being-in-the-world

The primary concern of Heidegger in Being and Time, Division I, is to make sense of our
ability to make sense of things. Being-in-the-world, our ontological constitution, is
Heidegger’s answer.*’ Because it always comes first and comes as a whole (ibid.:65-148)
we present firstly the belonging together of being-in and worldhood, detailing later on the
two constitutive items of the phenomenon.

Heidegger considers that humans are beings that comport themselves towards their own
Being. We are delivered over to our own Being; Being matters to us. Whether we like it or
not, Being is an issue for us—we care for Being. This characterisation of the beings we are

7 Heidegger goes on: “Descartes, on the contrary, says that cogitationes are present-at-hand, and that in these an
ego is present-at-hand too as a wordless res cogitans’ (1962:254).

* Temporality is a phenomenon so entangled with Being that in some of Heidegger’s text it appears he is
identifying time with Being.

* Heidegger’s investigations into humanness are devised to serve as a way—the right way (Heidegger 1962)—into
the more profound issue of the meaning of Being, which were to be thouroughly addressed in the never written
Divisions III and IV of Being and Time .
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is what Heidegger calls Dasein.>® “The essence of Dasein lies in its existence” (ibid.:67),"!
that is, what makes Dasein to be what it is, is the way in which it is. The existentia of each
particular Dasein has existence as its essence. Our way of Being is our essence. As such, the
characteristics that can be exhibited when analysing this entity are not ‘properties’ of some
entity which looks so and so (ibid.:67).? The essence of this entity we ourselves are is ifs
‘to be’—this entity “in its very Being is in each case mine” (ibid.).

Because Dasein is mineness—‘“The Being of any such entity is in each case mine.”
(ibid.:67)— those things which are to be exhibited when analysing Dasein are possible
ways for Dasein to be, to choose, to take, to fulfil, to disclose, or to pass over. Dasein
always is its own understanding in terms of its existence, in-the-world (ibid.:33). Dasein is
in a world whose existence cannot be bracketed out (Chapter 1 and 2). Its way of being
establishes itself in a world already found, and a world that matters to Dasein. This world is
the wherein Dasein lives (ibid.). Because this wherein matters to Dasein, world is the
significant whole in which one dwells (Polt 1999:49).

> Heidegger’s ontology is the laying out of all that which is implied in his “most important terminological
innovation”: Dasein (Polt 1999:29). But why did Heidegger not use the expression ‘man’, which is probably more
intuitive and evident? Heidegger avoided ‘man’ because it was a long-used term in philosophy and science. He
wanted us “to look at ourselves with fresh eyes” (Polt 1999:29). To understand man in an ontological manner
should not, and cannot, take into account any kind of interpretation, classification, or label already in place.
Heidegger does not investigate the animal rationalis, but rather man as it is—before the Aristotelian label of
‘rational animal’ takes on all that which is precedent, primary, and decisive on man. Dasein is the expression used
to address our own delivering over that which is essential about ourselves. In the German language, the word
Dasein means ‘everyday human existence’ (Dreyfus 1991:13), or ‘existence’ (Polt 1999:29); literally, it means
‘being there’ (da sein). Thus, Dasein is not to be taken as synonymous with ‘man’. If it were taken this way, one
would not understand man within the traditional assumptions that run with the word —the subject, the rational
thinking entity, the self-sufficient observing self. It was to avoid all this that Heidegger coined the word Dasein,
which translators have left untranslated.

>! Heidegger reserves the term existence to address the way of Being of Dasein. When he refers to some entity that
exists, he uses the term existentia, which has a strictly ontic connotation.

3 The pertinence of Heidegger’s views were recently confirmed by the results of research within the ‘human
genome project’. Venter (Venter et al. 2001) writes that the preliminary catalog of the human genome ‘“has
provided a major surprise: we have found far fewer genes (26,000 to 38,000) than earlier molecular predictions
(50,000 to over 140,000).” (...) “The modest number of human genes means that we must look elsewhere for the
mechanisms that generate the complexities inherent in human development and the sophisticated signaling systems
that maintain homeostasis.” The paper adds that “[m]any diverse sources of data have shown that any two

individuals are more than 99.9% identical in sequence, which means that all the glorious differences among
individuals in our species that can be attributed to genes falls in a mere 0.1% of the sequence”. This is important in
elucidating a key issue: since it is evident to us that each one of us, as the beings we ourselves are, is essentially
singular and unique, then the results thus achieved in the human genome project cannot explain that which is sought,
that is, what it is to be human. This conclusion of ours is in part accepted by the genome project researchers’
themselves. Venter (ibid.) concludes by saying that “[t[here are two fallacies to be avoided: determinism, the idea
that all characteristics of the person are "hard-wired" by the genome; and reductionism, the view that with complete
knowledge of the human genome sequence, it is only a matter of time before our understanding of gene functions
and interactions will provide a complete causal description of human variability. The real challenge of human
biology, beyond the task of finding out how genes orchestrate the construction and maintenance of the miraculous
mechanism of our bodies, will lie ahead as we seek to explain how our minds have come to organize thoughts
sufficiently well to investigate our own existence.” The characteristics of our genes are not what defines us, as we
essentially are. What defines us is a way of being which might rely on the complex interactions of the more diverse
elements of which we are comprised. So far, those wider interactions have been touched on only slightly in related
research. For instance, the International Consortium (IHGSC 2001) recognises that “it is impossible to provide a
comprehensive analysis of this vast dataset (...). In principle, the string of genetic bits holds long-sought secrets of
human development, physiology and medicine. In practice, our ability to transform such information into

understanding remains woefully inadequate”. Implied in here is a critique of the reductionist, Cartesian approach on
which the research is based. As genome results continue to come in while the central question at stake—What is a
man?—remains unanswered, what is being discovered is that the parts do not explain the whole. The clue is indeed
that the whole, always coming first, is that which explains the parts, and how the parts interact.
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Heidegger pointed out that we do not come to understand our world by reflecting on it.
Instead, Dasein always already understands the world, because it has competence to be in
the world—to understand something means ‘being competent to do something’ (Heidegger
1962:183). Dasein is always and already acting, directed towards something in the world.
This understanding is pre-ontological: “The world as already unveiled in advance is such
that we do not in fact specifically occupy ourselves with it, or apprehend it, but instead it is
so self-evident, so much a matter of course, that we are completely oblivious of it”
(Heidegger 1982:165).

The world is so encompassing, and at the same time so near, that it becomes transparent.
We are in the world, like a fish is in the water (Introna 1997). We see through the world.
“Unnoticed, presupposed, encompassing, world is always present, transparent and eluding
every attempt to grasp it as object” (Palmer 1969:133). Being-there is this non-thematical
embodiment of the world; it is the in-the-world. Ontically, the ‘world’ is the totality of
‘outer’ beings. Ontologically, the world is in-the-world in a world there is instead of is not
(Heidegger 1962), which as such makes a difference for us—we inhabit, dwell, are engaged
in a meaningful world. “Our world is the context in terms of which we understand
ourselves, and within which we become who we are” (Polt 1999:30). Thus, the
phenomenon of world is prior to any consciousness of world as such. “World is prior to any
separation of self and world in the objective sense. It is prior to all ‘objectivity’, all
conceptualising; it is therefore also prior to subjectivity, since both objectivity and
subjectivity are conceived within the subject-object schema” (Palmer 1969:132).

World and Dasein are inseparable parts of the ontological constitution of man—*‘There is
not such thing as the ‘side-by-sideness’ of an entity called ‘Dasein’ with another entity
called ‘world’” (Heidegger 1962:81). Dasein and world, in being-in-the-world, are not
something subjective; rather, they are, as unity, the foundational act of revealing that which
is. Thus, our competence over being is not a projection of the reflexive consciousness “but
the medium by which a situation or matter is disclosed as it is” (ibid.:228). World is always
understood by us because we have it as essential to our way of being—world is already
understood and everything is based on worldliness. Dasein characterises at equiprimordial
levels both “the involvement of being in human nature and the essential relation of man to
the openness (“there”) of being as such” (Heidegger 1957:270).

Man does not stand out when he thinks of being, or when he cares for other beings. Dasein
is always and already standing out as an embodied understanding of Being. This essential
understanding is the pre-ontological grasping of being (Heidegger 1962), which
distinguishes Dasein as essentially as a who, not a what a thing or an object is (ibid.:73).
Dasein exists’”, standing out in its openness. Always-already-in-the-world, immersed, in
existing Dasein is always interpreting itself. From an ontic viewpoint, this means that
Dasein is ontological.

As an ontic ontological being, Dasein is mine. It is always already in a world that matters to
itself as an individual. Each and every one of us, having our own individuality being an
issue for ourselves, becomes a unique person. A dog is a dog, but a human is a unique
person who acts in the world always and already in a uniqueness shown by the singularity
of its own name. To exist in this sense means being an issue for myself; it means being
unique.>*

%3 The etymological root of exist, ek -sist, means to stand out (Heidegger 1962).

> When my daughter Ana was 5 years old, in 1997, I tried to interview her while video-recording (I still have the
tape). I asked her some ontological and epistemological questions (must be boring for so young a child...). When
confronted with the question “Do you know you exist?” she started to pretend to be playing like a...dog. She ran
out of patience for that kind of conversation. The point is that her reaction intuitively makes the question
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Dasein’s way of being is the result of being socialised into practices. “Dasein has grown up
both into and in a tradition of interpreting itself: in terms of this it understands itself
primarily and, within a certain range, constantly” (ibid.:41). Yet, we are not born in
Dasein’s way of being, but in Dasein’s world; we come to exist in Dasein’s way of being;
we get into the in-the-world. The human way of being is acquired in the first few months of
life by human beings—more precisely, by the beings who have the possibility of becoming
human—who are reared among other humans (Heidegger 1962, Bourdieu 1977, Dreyfus
1991, Polt 1999, Giddens 1993, Maturana and Varela 1992). Powerful examples that
support these findings are provided by the cases of children who have grown up from birth
in the company of animals, such as wolves and monkeys, as they never adapt themselves to
our world” when brought into the company of humans.

Being-in-the-world is the fundamental structure of Dasein. It is “something a priori; it is
not pieced together, but it is primordially and constantly a whole (...). The whole of this
structure always comes first” (Heidegger 1962:65). It is man’s to be, that is, its essence.
Man’s way of being is not the result of an aggregation of several and diverse items.
Dasein’s way of being, being-in-the-world, cannot be further reduced. We always and
already find ourselves in-the-world. We are beings in-the-world in the sense that the being
we are always and already fundamentally presuppose, assume, and act in a world that is
ours and in which we are what we are.®

A.l1.1. Worldhood

World, as it is in itself, is bounded by its worldhood. The issue is not to explain the world,
or describe the things we encounter in the world, but to gain access to the world in its
worldhood. To understand the world as the totality of things, people, and nature is to
already imply a conception of Being as decontextualised ontical beings. Whenever we
address the ‘world’ as nature—as an object of scientific analysis or of philosophical
reflection—the world in its is-ness has already been presupposed (ibid.:92). Any addressing
of the world other than in its worldhood not only already presupposes that which is most
essential for world as world, but also passes over it (ibid.). It is this world as it is, to which
our everyday activities, science, and theories always refer, that Heidegger seeks to
address.’’. He wants to point the world in which a factical Dasein already lives (ibid.:93).

The way in which we experience the world is the way we have already found the world
itself, that is, “within the horizon of average everydayness” (ibid.:94). Knowing the world,
in the sense of reflecting on features or items of the world, presupposes a preceding

dwelling in the significant whole that world is. Thus, world is not the whole of all things,
persons, and nature, as they are grasped as objectified entities. Instead, it is the whole in

which Dasein is “surrounded by its manifestness as revealed through an always pregrasping,
encompassing understanding” (Palmer 1969:132).

meaningless. It is sensible to consider that, in her humanness, she knows that the question would be meaningless if
addressed to a dog—because a dog does not exist in the sense that human beings exist.

5 See for example, Gddens’ (1993:80 ff.) review of the cases of ‘Genie’ and of the ‘wild child of Aveyron’; and
Maturana and Varela’s (1990) case of the wolf girl (Appendix A.2.).

% This argument is supported by exact science accounts, which while studying human being as objectified
entities—present-at-hand beings in Heidegger’s terms (1962:71-5)—conclude that only in a planet as Earth can the
beings we are be at all (NASA 2001). Interestingly enough, one instructional module of NASA (2001b) is titled
“Life Support... Don't Leave Earth Without It!”

7 Dreyfus (1991:88-9) considers Heidegger’s insight into the worldliness of the world “the most important and
original contribution of Being and Time. (...) [W]orldliness is the guiding phenomenon behind Heidegger’s though
in Being and Time and even in his later works.”

-91 -




In trying to uncover this already-experiencing of world, Heidegger addresses the Being, i.e.,
the essential way of being, of things we encounter in our ongoing dealings in the world—
“simply what gets used, produced, and so forth.” (Heidegger 1962:95). These things are
found in our concernful dealings’® in the context of the practical setting of our everyday
life; they are “essentially ‘something in order-to... ”(ibid.:97). Heidegger call these entities
equipment”*—equipment such as that used for writing, communicating, working, travelling,
and so forth. As equipment, we understand things, objects, ideas, as something transparent
while being used, as something ready-to-hand, unobstructive, dealt with; not as something
merely present, reflected upon, analysed, or studied, that is, as something present-at-hand
(ibid.).

The significance equipment gains is by referring to other equipment. “To the Being of any
equipment there always belongs a totality, in which it can be this equipment that it is”
(ibid.:97). The totality of the equipment in which we dwell makes the sense of individual
items as they refer to each other. The in-order-to is the structural reference that assigns
equipment to the context of other equipment.

Let us briefly exemplify this. How do we make sense of a mouse? This question
immediately presses us to clarify the whole of references to which the ‘mouse’ belongs? Is
it an animal or a computer device? The sense we make of ‘mouse’ depends on the context
to which it belongs. However, if we clarify that the ‘mouse’ we are referring to is a
computer mouse, this thing, is not identified per se, but rather on the basis of the totality of
references in which its meaning is immersed: firstly, the computer, then the office, the
professional life, and so forth. Our understanding of the totality of the equipment is more
fundamental than our understanding of the particular item, the mouse.®® By using the mouse
it enters the ready-to-hand mode of being, becoming transparent equipment—we use it
while focused on something else. We experience this mode of being of things when they
become unnoticed as our activity goes on.

The intensive web of references in which we are immersed makes sense for us because in-
the-world “our activity has a point” (Dreyfus 1991:92)—it has a “towards-which”
(Heidegger 1962:99). Computational equipment makes sense for us because we use it for
something, such as work. We work for the sake of something we understand ourselves to
be—a for-the-sake-of-which (ibid.) that organises our activities and our identity (ibid.). This
final point, the for-the-sake-of-which, is not a goal one has in mind as something to achieve.
Instead, it is a self-interpretation that informs and orders all of one’s activities (Dreyfus
1991:95). For example, at the office (the practical where-in context), I use a computer to
produce a particular report (assigning the equipment to an equipment whole—in-order-to),

% Heidegger (1962:96) states that the ancient Greek word for “things” meant “that which one has to do with in
one’s concernful dealings”. This meanings is still used nowadays, for instance in expressions such as “I must go to
take care of my things”, “do not interfere with my things”, and so forth.

* Equipment is Macquarrie and Robinson’s translation (Heidegger 1962) for the original German expression das
Zeug. They advise us that das Zeug has no precise English equivalent. Although it might mean instrument, tool, or
implement, Heidegger used das Zeug as a collective noun which could be translated as gear, paraphernalia, stuff, or
equipment. Macquarrie and Robinson choose this last one, recalling that equipment has this collective meaning.

% The mouse points to the data and to signals that appear on the screen. In its turn, the screen refers itself to CPU,
hard disk, keyboard. All this equipment makes sense for us on the basis of its totality. Mouse, keyboard, CPU, hard
disk, etc. refer to each other. This equipment gains its meaning on the basis of its totality. This can be proven by
trying to add a completely novel device to this totality of equipment. For instance, what sense would it make if
someone gives us a plastic sphere while we are working at the computer? If the sphere is said to be a device that
works with the computer, we would have a first reference to make sense of it. However, if we do not obtain further
references that thing would be meaningless in the totality of equipment to which it was referred to as belonging.
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as a step towards meeting a deadline (achieving a goal—fowards-which) for the sake of
being a competent professional (the final point—for-the-sake-of-which).®'

Equipment makes sense for us because we have goals. To understand something is to point
a reference of that something towards something else. The in-order-tos, the towards-whichs,
and the for-the-sake-of-whichs establish what is Dasein’s referential whole (Heidegger
1962). Before any individual item shows up “a totality of equipment has already been
discovered” (ibid.:98). In dealings a ready-to-hand entity is not grasped thematically as an
occurring Thing (ibid.):

“In dealings such as this, where something is put to use, our concern subordinates itself
to the “in-order-to” which is constitutive for the equipment we are employing at the
time; the less we just stare at the [computer] (...), and the more we seize hold of it and
use it, the more primordial does our relationship to it become, and the more unveiledly

is it encountered as that which it is—as equipment” (ibid.:98).

The computer uncovers itself as what itself fundamentally is while we are using it to focus
on that which we are doing. The primordial way of understanding equipment is to use it—
“the only way to understand ready-to-hand entities is to handle them” (Polt 1999:50).
Whenever we come to reflect on something, its readiness-to-hand is not characteristic of its
being any more.

The work in which we are engaged is our concern whenever we are dealing with ready-to-
hand equipment. Ready-to-hand beings, in their readiness-to-hand, withdraw. They are not
the focus of our direct concern. Heidegger calls the Being of ready-to-hand entities
availableness (Heidegger 1962:114).°% As available, objects, practices, concepts, and tools
vanish from our explicit attention; available equipment disappears, becoming a part of our
assumptions in the context of the dealings in which we are involved. Like the air we
breathe, available equipment is there, unnoticed. This is illustrated by the example of the
‘blind man’s cane’ (referred by Wittgenstein 1967; Polanyi 1973; Merleau-Ponty 1962;
Introna 1997; and Dreyfus 1991). Let us read a passage of Dreyfus:

“We hand the blind man a cane and ask him to tell us what properties it has. After
hefting and feeling it, he tells us that it is light, smooth, about three feet long, and so
on; it is occurrent for him. But when the man starts to manipulate the cane, he loses his
awareness of the cane itself; he is aware only of the curb (or whatever object the cane
touches); or, if all is going well, he is not even aware of that, but of his freedom to
walk, or perhaps only what he is talking about with a friend. Precisely when it is most
genuinely appropriated, equipment becomes transparent” (Dreyfus 1991:65).

In these kinds of dealings the user becomes transparent as well—as absorbed by the
unfolding of the situation, he loses self-awareness. There is awareness, but not self-
awareness. The user and the available equipment become entangled—*“self and world
belong together in the single entity, Dasein” (Heidegger 1982:197). This grasping of the
situation is something that cannot be gained thematically, because any subject-object
distinctions lose the most essential characteristics of the situation.

Nietzsche (1990:94) recovers the ‘child at play’ to indicate this intense absoprtion in-the-
world as essential to that which man is—“Mature manhood: that means to have
rediscovered the seriousness one had as a child at play”. Dasein is that absorption in the

% This example is not to be taken in accordance to the traditional representationist epistemology. The discussion
below explains why this analysis does not necessarily presuppose an intentional mental content.

%2 That which a particular item is, and how it is what it is, is primordially constituted by its involvement in usage
where it belongs—"‘what determines a piece of equipment as an individual is its equipmental character and
equipmental nexus” (Heidegger 1982:292). Heidegger considers the involvement in which the equipment reveals
itself as ontological definitive, in that that way of being is the way in which we-are-in-the-world-along-other-beings.
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world—*“Dasein... is nothing but... concerned absorption in the world” (Heidegger
1985:197).

As an illustration the candidate can offer his recollection of his own experience of playing
while 4, 5 or 6 years old. Some memories from those times always were clear enough for
me. [ emember not so much being at playing, but the sudden change of situation when
playing stopped. It was as if I were called into another world: I felt I was forced to act and
think in a different, difficult, and, to some extent, pointless manner as I was not able (nor
interested I would say...) in making the discourse corresponding to actions I would take at
playing. When called from playing, it was as everything had stopped, and I was urged to
control a situation that was happening, and kept on waiting for its continuing unfolding.
Sometimes I remembered that I played such and such, as if only by remembering I were
discovering something new. I remembered how I liked more one play instead of the other.
Yet, as the next day arrived the situation, the opportunitie s, the playing always were what
led my actions—immersion at playing was the obvious world.

This picture might have experienced some change by the time I was 5 or 6 years old, when
I consciously linked my image on a mirror to who I am. The realisation of my image and of
my body, that is, of the fact that I had a body and an image—not so much this or that image
but a body and an image—suggested me some lessening of the possibilities opened at
playing. I realised that those were my image and my body. It was Ike discovering who I
was—whom my parents, sisters, family, and all the others address—in that other world into
which sometimes I came when having stopped playing.

At play, at working, engaged in familiar or friendly activities, fully aborbded—in a focal
moment, or living life at its best, as Borgmann (1984), and Dreyfus, Spinosa, and Flores
(1997), try to capture these situations, respectively—the world is fundamentally revealed in
its readiness-to-hand. The world, as the totality of references, is the primary ready-to-hand
entity. Yet as we are a in-the-world we simply disregard that basic evidence that is our
involvement in a significant whole (Polt 1999:49).

Only when something breaks down, not going the way it usually goes, do we experience
the coming to the foreground of our attention of some of these relationships. If and when
transparent coping finds something that does not work ‘“the way it should” (Dreyfus
1991:68), we notice the equipment as obstructive; we observe that something is missing,
we look at it in a different way. When equipment loses its character of available we turn
our conscious reflective attention to it—we analyse it, observe its properties and
characteristics, test it, and so forth. The entity becomes something to be analysed. The more
urgently we need that which is missing, the more obstructive becomes the entity. This way
of being—present-at-hand (Heidegger 1962)—makes explicit to us that which makes
equipment ready-to-hand; references that make the equipment function in its referential
whole become explicit. We discovered its unsuitability “not by looking at it and
establishing its properties, but rather by the circumspection of the dealings in which we use
it” (ibid.:102). When ready-to-hand entities breakdown, that to which they refer becomes
obvious:

“When equipment cannot be used, this implies that the constitutive assignment of the
‘in-order-to’ to a ‘toward-this’ has been disturbed (...) when an assignment has been
disturbed—when something is unusable for some purpose—then the assignment
becomes explicit (...). The context of equipment is lit up, not as something never seen
before, but as a totality constantly sighted beforehand in circumspection” (ibid.:105).

This means what is constitutive both for ready-to-hand and present-at-hand is the totality
constantly sighted beforehand. Such a priori and primordial totality is the ontological
character of being-in-the-world itself. Both ready-to-hand and present-at-hand entities are
founded upon this there (ibid.:105) that is the world that is instead of is not. This
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understanding of Being is primarily revealed in our ongoing coping in, and with, the
world—with entities we find in the world. As these entities become obstructive, as they do
not work in the way they are supposed to, we switch our mode of coping to one of a
subject-object deliberate intentionality. This mode of knowing the world is thus a derivative
one, presupposing a more primary ready-to-hand experiencing. In-the-world we are always
and already coping with it, which amounts to a “nonthematic circumspective absorption in
references or assignments constitutive for the availableness of a equipmental whole. Any
concern is already as it is, because of some familiarity with the world” (ibid.:107).

Before focusing our attention, we are already coping with the world, assuming such and
such, and presupposing that and that. Whenever we notice something that requires our
deliberate attention, our absorbed coping experiences a break. Heidegger points out that
mental content, in the sense of Cartesian subject/object epistemologies, arises whenever the
situation requires deliberate attention—the point at which there is a breakdown. For
example, the keyboard does not type the expected characters, the mobile phone cannot be
turned on, the mouse does not click, and so forth. These kinds of disturbances reveal new
ways of Dasein’s being. In these situations, absorbed coping is gone, and we notice a new
strangeness in the equipment: “a more precise kind of circumspection, such as ‘inspecting’,
checking up on what has been attained” (ibid.:409) comes into play. This mode of being of
Dasein reveals the mode of being of objects as present-at-hand.

The malfunctioning of equipment is shown to us in “a certain unavailableness” (ibid.:102).
In most cases, we have ways of coping with that malfunction—we just do what is supposed
to correct the disturbance, then carry on coping. This doing of ‘what is supposed’ is done
on the basis of the availableness of something with which one concerns oneself (ibid.:103),
never losing sight of the readiness-to-hand of the equipment itself. In rigour, our
transparent coping is disturbed but does not comes to a pause.

However, malfunction can evolve to a deeper breakdown. If we try in vain to correct the
malfunction the way it is supposed to be done, we find ourselves in a situation where our
coping is blocked. Our activity and involvement suddenly and unexpectedly change—
“deprived of access to what we normally count on, we act deliberately, paying attention to
what we are doing” (Dreyfus 1991:72). When we find ourselves in this kind of situation all
of a sudden we notice the referential whole in which we were operating—the references
and assignments show up; we are in a temporary breakdown. For example, if the mouse
does not click anymore, we might move it from side to side, shake it, and discover it still
carries on not clicking; we look at it, we pause our activity, notice that all other equipment
is OK, and focus on the mouse with a higher degree of attention. We recall that perhaps we
should try to clean it. We do that, it works, and we return to the previous coping. We have
experienced a temporary breakdown.

In a temporary breakdown, the object which was previously ready-to-hand is revealed as
present-at-hand. But this rew mode of being, the occurentness® in which it now comes to
the fore, is bound up in the availableness it had moments before. The unavailable only
shows up against the background of a practical context that reveals equipment in its most
relevant aspects, such as being light, heavy, easy, fast, and so forth. These characteristics
are important, and indeed may be decisive for the coping situation, but they do not belong
to present-at-hand things. A mouse is not fast or light per se. It can be considered as such
only on the basis of an involved context. It is this involved context that reveals things as

% Heidegger characterises the way of being called pure occurentness as pure contemplation, disinterested attention,
a self-contained subject confronting a self-contained object, without recontextualisation, in the way Dasein can just
stare at the object without recontextualising it in its occurentness—Dasein can see “not in order to understand what
is seen... but just in order to see” (Heidegger 1962:83). He also notes that occurentness, in a context of a fotal
breakdown, does not necessarily lead to theoretical reflection.
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available or unavailable, in the way they are found in our ongoing activity as appropriate or
as non appropriate.

A breakdown can go deeper when we lose sight of our involved background. Our mouse
definitely stops working. We stop our activity and begin to reflect on that which a mouse
is—How 1is it built? For what? Of what is it made? How does it function? Can it be
improved? At this point, we have refocused our attention on the mouse’s properties. We
have decontextualised it. The mode of being the mouse had while it was equipment is gone.

Through theoretical reflection, the mouse is revealed “‘in a new way’, as something
present-at-hand” (Heidegger 1962:412), as something definitively occurrent.

In this situation, our ongoing activity breaks down. We do not just stare at the object, but
engage ourselves in a new activity: theoretical reflection. Experiencing the mouse as
occurrent in its occurentness, the object—the mouse—is deprived of its involved context,
though it still refers to the whole which makes it a mouse. This referential whole is now the
background that enables one to address the mouse in terms of its properties. Once the
mouse is deprived of its involved aspects, the characteristics that remain can be analysed,
broken up, and quantified: “By reason of their being-just-occurrent-and- no-more... entities
can have their ‘properties’ defined mathematically in ‘functional concepts’ (ibid.:122).
This latter activity is a recontextualisation; it is a new projection, which reveals objects—
the mouse in this case—in this new way of being occurrent.

Either in availableness or in occurrentness the world is always there: “Whenever we
encounter anything, the world has already been previously discovered” (ibid.:114). The
world is that which is, and in terms of which the ready-to-hand is ready-to-hand, and the
present-at-hand is present-at-hand. Only because there is a world can any entity be ready-
to-hand or present-at-hand. This fundamental insight of Heidegger’s ontology changes the
whole basis for understanding our coping in the ‘world’, which, within Cartesian
epistemologies, has the meaning of the totality of res extensa. In-the-world the ready-to-
hand is what is closest to us. This does not mean what is close to us in space or time, but
rather that with which we are ‘close by’, in our everyday dealings, which has the character
of closedness (ibid.:135). This closedness is established in terms of circumspective concern,
“circumspective ‘calculative’ manipulating and using” (ibid.).

That which is ‘close by’ cannot be discerned by measuring distances, but rather it is as such
because it is already ready-to-hand in our involvement whole. The involvement whole is
where the closedness gets established; it is the whole of the involvements which make us
the individual each one of us is. The involvement whole, guides what is close to us with
regard to its direction, accessibility, and usage. Thus, the place equipment occupies is not a
physical spatial location in an outer world, but a place in our involvement whole. When we
say that a person has a special place in our heart, we are indicating a place within our
involvement whole; this is the place it has as it is in itself.

The involvement whole, in its readiness-to-hand, does not indicate a definitive place for
particular things to be encountered. Within the involvement whole, things and people are
encountered; as such, they are brought close because they are brought into the range of
Dasein’s concern. It is within this range, varying from one particular activity to another,
that Dasein can experience things near or remote. Equipment has its place because it is
assigned to a totality of references forming the referential whole in which the equipment is
what it is. For example, each IT device has its place in an office. This place is assigned by
the references each device has to the other devices. It is this place that will define the
spatial location of the device—not the other way around.

In our concerned absorption in the world each item has its place. The nearby item is not
noticed ‘objectively’; rather, it is used, assumed, manipulated and presupposed. The degree
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of closedness or remoteness, and thus the manner and caring intensity in which things
matter to us, has no relation to an item’s physical spatial position. To bring something close
by, does not signify fixing it at a spatial position with a minimal distance from some point
of our body:

“When something is close by, this means that it is within the range of what is
proximally ready-to-hand for circumspection. Bringing-close is not oriented towards
the I-Thing encumbered with a body, but towards concernful Being-in-the-world—that

is, towards whatever is proximally encountered in such a Being” (ibid.:142).

Things show up in world as having a certain accessibility, which is experienced in
accordance with my ability to grasp or procure these things. “A thing is near to me when I
am able to get a maximal grip on it” (Dreyfus 1991:133). The higher degree of nearness is
characterised in that: while coping, Dasein is transparently working with the equipment
nearby; and, while absorbed, it is fully focused, involved, entangled in a situation where
readiness-to-hand is constitutive. Having an optimal understanding, for example, of a
computer, involves not only doing an activity that presupposes a computer, but also being
involved with an operation that actively engages the computer, fully focused on some goal
brought closer by the readiness-to-hand of the situation. The optimum grip includes both
using equipment and absorbed attention.

It follows that Dasein, being in physical space, is not defined by citing the position at which
some corporeal Thing is present-at-hand (Heidegger 1962:142). Dasein’s involvement, the
way in which it is in a referential whole, is the centre of Dasein’s world—“An individual
Dasein is located in the referential whole of equipment by occupying a position from which
some equipment is easily available and some is out of reach” (Dreyfus 1991:134). “The

degree of accessibility of all things yonder defines my centred, lived space—my here”
(ibid.).

My yonder, as a centre of the world, means that ‘objective’ features of things, their present-
at-hand characteristics, reveal themselves only within a larger, meaningful context, which
cannot itself be explained in terms of its presentness-at-hand. “The astronomer determines
that a certain star is millions of kilometres away from the sun. That is correct, but it means
something to the astronomer and to the rest of us only if we can relate it back to the
lifeworld in which three kilometres are a gentle afternoon stroll, and thirty kilometres are a
good day’s hike” (Polt 1999:59). A computer technician measures the surface of a screen
and finds it is 27 centimetres wide and 21 centimetres high. That is correct. So what? What
does this fact mean? What is its relevance? This measurement would be meaningless, and
the technician would never have bothered finding them out, if they were not already
meaningful in the world in which he exists, lives, and has a profession as PC technician.
Trauger, quoted in Polt 1999, highlights this point: “Scientists do what fascinates them, and
what fascinates them is not something you can discover with science. They are interested in
investigating where planets come from, say, not because science tells them to do that, but
because as human beings they find that interesting” (The New Yorker, 9/12/1999).

As being-in-the-world, Dasein has always and already understood physical spatial positions
on the basis of their already-established places in its involvement whole. “The Objective
distances of Things present-at-hand do not coincide with the remoteness and closedness of
what is ready-to-hand within-the-world” (Heidegger 1962:141). Present-at-hand distances
are understood, interpreted, and assumed on the basis of Dasein’s yonder. Per se a present-

at-hand distance has no meaning. Its meaning only appears on the basis of Dasein’s yonder
(see Table A.1).

The ontic space is ‘where planets come from’; the ontological space is ‘the interest in where
planets come from’. Heidegger’s findings show that the ontic distance is a derivative
spatiality because its meanings must be based on some presupposed ontological distance.
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The ontological distance tell us the meaning of the ontic distance. Thus, ontic distances are
indeed relevant, but only on the basis of some previously presupposed and assumed
ontological distance. Thus, fully-fledged space consists not of points where objects are
located, but of places where things and people belong or do not belong (ibid.:136,145).

Table A.1 - Ontic and Ontological distances

Ontic distance Ontological distance
Present-at-hand Ready-to-hand
Physical space Place of concern
Occurrent space Lived space
No centred space. Homogeneous space. Dasein’s centred space. Personal space.
Pure extension. Orientation: up/down, right/left.
Three-dimensional space. Remoteness/nearness of items
Undisclosed space Regional space
Measurements of distance Degrees of availability

Adapted from Dreyfus 1991:139

A.l1.2. Being-in

The world is a network of references and involvement showing where things belong and
how they fit in our lives. In this world, Dasein has itself to be, it is responsible for who it
wants to be. But how is Dasein responsibly in the world? Heidegger’s answer is clear: it is
in the world as it already was, before reflection on this issue began—Dasein is in the world
in its everydayness. Although the expression ‘everydayness’ is taken from the first pages of
Being and Time, Heidegger makes its meaning explicit only on page 422. Everydayness is
the how in accordance with which Dasein ‘lives unto the day’:

“‘Everydayness’ manifestly stands for that way of existing in which Dasein manifests
itself ‘every day’. And yet this ‘every day’ does not signify the sum of those ‘days’
which have been allotted to Dasein in its ‘lifetime’. Though this ‘every day’ is not to
be understood calendrically, there is still an overtone of some temporal character in the
signification of ‘everyday’. But what we have primarily in mind in this expression
“everydayness” is a definite “how” of existence by which Dasein is dominated through
and through ‘for life’. In our analyses we have often used the expression ‘proximally
and for the most part’. ‘Proximally’ signifies the way in which Dasein is ‘manifest’ in
the “with-one-another” of publicness, even if ‘at bottom’ everydayness is precisely
something which, in an existentiell manner, it has ‘surmounted’. ‘For the most part’
signifies the way in which Dasein shows itself for Everyman, not always, but ‘as a
rule’” (ibid.:422).

Dasein begins to be itself while absorbed in the everyday world. As a being- in-the-world,
Dasein is already in the world coping; it is-with-others, with things, with nature—coping.
People and things are always experienced in relation to a social and meaningful context
“My ways of using the thing, and the thing itself as a tool, refer to my human community”
(Polt 1999:60). The Being of other people insofar as I encounter them in my world is a

Being-with, a Dasein-with. Other Dasein ‘“already are with us in Being-in-the-world”
(Heidegger 1962:152).%4

 As indicated previously, this seems to be shown by the way human beings who have grown up outside human
communities —with apes, wolves and so forth—show no human way of being.
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Other Dasein are neither ready-to-hand nor present-at-hand items. These two modes of
Being belong only to entities other than Dasein. Dasein and other Dasein encounter
themselves, within-the-world, in their being-in-the-world. Other Dasein “are like the very
Dasein which frees them, in that they are there too, and there with it” (ibid.:154). This
means that Dasein is world too, which supports the initial indication that Dasein and world
encompass each other.

Other should not be understood as everyone else, but “rather those from whom, for the
most part, one does not distinguish oneself—those among whom one is too” (ibid.). The
Others are those against whom the ‘I’ stands out. I am there too with others and others are
there too with me. This ‘too’ indicates the sameness of Being as circumspectly concernful
coping in the world; it is not a ‘categorical’ too, but an existential ‘too’. As such, the world
is revealed to be the world I always share with Others. Dasein is structurally characterised
by being-in and by being-with. Dasein is Dasein while with-others. “The world of Dasein is
a with-world. Being-in is a Being-with Others. Their Being-in-themselves within-the-world
i1s Dasein-with (ibid.:155). Dasein-with is part of the essential constitution of Dasein.
Dasein-with is the way in which Dasein is what it is, unfolding its presence in-the-world.

Because Dasein is already Dasein-with, it presupposes a common world. “This common
world, which is there primarily and into which every maturing Dasein first grows, as the
public world governs every interpretation of the world and of Dasein” (Heidegger
1985:246)”. I am always already involved in a shared world, which is the world where I
found myself alongside-the-others-in-the-world. Because this shared world is primary,
Dasein is the others—*“One belongs to the others oneself and enhances their power”
(Heidegger 1962:164). Dasein is firstly and already coping alongside-the-others in a way in
which the others already are there. Thus, for the most part, Dasein is within Others—it
exists as the they (das Man)®®. For example, “in selecting my clothes, I take care not to look
unfashionable—I consult my own sense of style and property. But this sense of style is
really not “my own”. It is simply how one dresses, how they dress in my community—and I
am the ‘they’” (Polt 1999:62). ‘“The they’ is that which is primarily always already there. It
is not you, nor the other one, nor some people, nor the sum of them all; this they—das
Man—is a neutral term, which is presupposed in order to have our shared world:

“In utilising public means of transport and in making use of information services such
as a newspaper, every Other is like the next. This Being-with-one-another dissolves
one’s own Dasein completely into the kind of Being of ‘the Others’, in such a way,
indeed, that the Others, as distinguishable and explicit, vanish more and more. In this
inconspicouousness and unascertainability, the real dictatorship of the “they” is
unfolded. We take pleasure and enjoy ourselves as they take pleasure; we read, see,
and judge about literature and art as they see and judge; likewise we shrink back from
the ‘great mass’ as they shrink back; we find ‘shocking’ what they find shocking. The
“they”, which is nothing definite, and which all are, though not as a sum, prescribes the
kind of Being of everydayness” (Heidegger 1962:164).

The Being of everydayness— ‘the they’—has its way of being. This way is characterised by
an already in place accepted way of Being-with-one-another—i.e., the averageness
(ibid:164) of ‘the they’. For instance, ‘the they’ establishes the polite distance that should
be maintained between two people in an office, the street, the pub, and so forth. We are
usually unaware of this ‘distantiality’, but whenever its averageness changes—when we go
abroad for example—we immediately notice people as being ‘cold” or ‘pushy’. Their sense
of a polite distance is different from our own sense, that is, the averageness of ‘the they’

% The German word Man means One, such as in the expression “One should do this”. Polt (1999:62) suggests ‘the
anyone’ might be more appropriate. Dreyfus (1991:152) supports ‘the One’ as the closer translation of Heidegger’s
‘das Man’.
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dictates a different kind of comportment to that which is average, natural, unnoticed (Polt
1999:62).

‘The they’ as an existentiale, a primordial phenomenon belonging to the constitution of
Dasein, does not impose directly on our each and every particular behaviour. Of course, we
can choose how we dress—but only up to a point. The question is: To what extent can I
escape ‘the they’ by dressing against prevailing fashion? (ibid.:62) I cannot, because to be
conscious of how I fit in my community, in fashion, against fashion or out of fashion,
implies that I base myself on the prevailing fashion itself. I can be against only something
that establishes the norm, the rules, the criteria—*I am still basing my personal look on the
“they”—I still depend on the “they” as a guideline (a negative one) for how I should
behave” (ibid.:62).%

The ‘they’—whether it is the prevailing one or any counter-they—is a way of existing, in
which we ourselves already are accommodated. “The they’ is “as little present-at-hand as it
is Dasein itself” (Heidegger 1962:166). ‘The they’ is always guiding, dictating, and
evaluating. Nonetheless, in some situations ‘the they’ becomes more explicit, for instance
in a judicial trial whose opening is characterised by the strong articulation of expressions
such as “The people of the State of ABC against Mister D”. However, this example does
not illustrate the typical behaviour of ‘the they’. Quite the contrary, it illustrates an
exceptional practice because the more openly ‘the they’ behave, the harder it is to grasp,
and the slyer it is (ibid.:166). ‘The they’ as the ‘““‘Realest subject” of everydayness” (ibid.)
is that on the basis of which everydayness unfolds and as its foundation.

One important way in which everydayness is revealed is in equipment as such. Equipment
is equipment, no matter who uses it. A PC, a house, or a car, are what they are whoever
uses them. Equipment is not just “for ne”, but it is for “anybody”; that is equipment is for
them; it has appropriate ways of being used. One (‘the they’) cannot, or should not, use a
PC to sit on—equipment obeys norms, referring to the normal user (Dreyfus 1991:151).

Norms establish what is right and what is wrong, but do not per se present justifications—
“the common sense of the one knows only the satisfying of ...public norms and the failure
to satisfy them” (Heidegger 1962:334). Our customary normal®’ behaviour, acquired along
with our familiarity with the shared world in which we dwell, is the averageness of ‘the
they’. This averageness has a crucial function in our being-in-the-world. Because it
establishes an average way to do things, it sustains the very referential whole in which
things, items, nature, show as they themselves are. “Without such averageness there could
be no equipmental whole” (Dreyfus 1991:153). For equipment to work, that is for it to be
found in their readiness-to-hand, its average usage must already be found. One can use
eating equipment only because we have norms which fix in advance how one eats, when
one eats, where one eats, what one eats (ibid.:153).68

The source of the intelligibility of the world is thus “the average public practices through
which alone there can be any understanding at all. What is shared is not a conceptual
scheme, i.e., not a belief system that can be made explicit and justified (...). What we share
is simply our average comportment” (ibid.:159). This averageness, this shared agreement,
is the foundational ground of being-in-the-world; thus, the individual person is not the

% Counter-they quickly tend to become a subculture which rules as the more common they rules. “Nonconformists
are rigid conformists within their own subculture” (Polt 1999:62).

%7 The word normal has its etymological roots in norms —that which is conform to norms (MW).

% For Heidegger, and Wittgenstein as well, language provides the best example of the relevance of averageness. For
us to understand anything said, there must already be an agreement on language itself—“in the language which is
spoken when one expresses oneself, there lies an average intelligibility” (Heidegger 1962:212). Language is the
norm to which that which is said has t o conform.
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source of everyday significance, but rather it is ‘the they’. “The for-the-sake-of-whichs
available to Dasein are not first created by you or me, but rather are public possibilities
provided by society” (ibid.:158). Dasein is always already in the there as ‘the they’:
“Dasein just is a more or less coherent pattern of the comportment required by the public
“roles” and activities—an embodiment of the one” (ibid.:159).

Still, this does not mean that Dasein’s possibilities are fixed once and for all. Quite the
contrary, that Dasein is a Dasein-with, and that it is its possibilities, means it is a constant
chooser. Its choosing shows new ways, new possibilities, new challenges. When these
options are taken by Dasein, and as they are appropriated by society, changes occur in the
very background of intelligibility that are social practices. The background on the basis of
which Dasein chooses is always changing. The roles, norms, practices, behaviour, and so
forth, open to Dasein are never the same. They are understood within the ‘has been’ that
each and every Dasein already is. That within which Dasein finds itself thrown is
understood within the projections of Dasein’s possibilities into the future. These projections,
in their turn, can be articulated only on the basis of a shared background of meaning in
which Dasein already finds itself (Heidegger 1962).

Within ‘the they’ I am always familiar with a range of social expectations and
interpretations that mark me as belonging to a culture, on which we have already agreed
upon, and on the basis of which we can be what we are. “When I exist as the they-self—as [
do, most of the time—I simply accept these expectations and interpretations, and let my
world be structured by them” (Polt 1999:63). This ‘dispersal into the “they”” (Heidegger
1962:167) characterises concernful absorption in the world. But it is possible for Dasein,
for me, to exist in another way. As Dasein, I can take myself, as I myself am, within the
shared world in which I am who I am, to work out for myself who am [—Heidegger calls
this revealing of myself the authentic Self (ibid.:167),an existentiell modification of the they
Self (ibid.:168).

Authenticity does not imply that we have to get out of a tradition of our own, but it does
mean that we should pursue clear-sightedly and resolutely the possibilities opened up by
that tradition (Polt 1999:63). We simply cannot get out of the “they” of the community, the
shared world, in which we are what we are (Heidegger 1962:213, 224, 299, 345, 435; Polt
1999:63). However, in authenticity, Dasein experiences that it has itself to be. Dasein
experiences that it is a chooser, and as such it is already its own possibilities. Dasein is
already there, outside itself, projecting into the future, ahead of itself.

In authenticity or within ‘the they’—in inauthenticity—Dasein daseins. It daseins not just
by being-in-the-world, but by being in a situation (Heidegger 1962:165), “dealing with
something specific in a context of things and people, directed toward some specific end,
doing what it does for the sake of being Dasein in some specific way” (Dreyfus 1991:163).
Being in a situation is absorption in the world, involving one activity or a few practices
simultaneously. Dasein absorbs itself into the world by elaborating subworlds which
presuppose world itself.

“Each Dasein’s there is the situation as organised around its activity” (Heidegger 1962:165).
Already within-the-world, Dasein is its yonder; it is its being in a situation, which
essentially discloses the there. Being-in is thus a disclosed situated activity of the individual
Dasein; it is how we are there, and it is characterised by three equiprimordial aspects:

attunement , understanding, and falling (ibid.:171-2, 400).

Always within a situation, already-in-the-world, Dasein is attuned,69 always in a mood. To
Heidegger, moods do not cut us off from things. Instead, they disclose things as they are,

% The German term Befindlichkeit is used by Heidegger to indicate the “ontically most familiar and everyday sort
of things: our mood, our Being-attuned” (ibid.:172). Polt (1999) and Dreyfus (1991) note that there is no ideal
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already mattering to us. “Moods or attunements manifest the tone of being-there” (Dreyfus
1991:169). ‘World’, as present-at-hand things, and world, as ready-to-hand equipment and
Others, are always found through the mood in which we are.

Because Dasein is Dasein-with, moods are not specific to individual Dasein. Dreyfus (ibid.)
calls our attention to the German word that addresses a wider meaning of moods: Stimmung.
Stimmung has a broader range than mood, as it can mean the ways in which Dasein can be
affected. “Mood can refer to the sensibility of an age (such as romantic), the culture of a
company (such as aggressive), the remper of the times (such as revolutionary), as well as
the mood in a current situation (such as the eager mood in the classroom” (ibid.). These
moods are all ways of finding that things matter to us. These examples are indications of
ontic situations which reveal the ontological existential condition that things already matter:
“l am always already surrounded by objects that matter in some specific ways” (ibid.:173).
Attunement is this ontological condition.

We often address the mood in which we are. “How is it going?”, we ask a friend. He replies
“It’s going OK.” What does the ‘it’ refer? Everyone knows that the ‘it’ is nothing in
particular, but how life is going in general, for you. The ‘it’ addresses the ‘being-in-the-
world-as-whole’ being experienced by the friend. It is how he finds himself atfuned at the
moment. ‘It’s going OK’ is an articulation of the overall situation, that always has to be
going on in some way. It is how I’'m there.

How we experience the overall situation escapes our will, determination, or explanation in a
great many cases. We may have just “got up the wrong side of bed this morning” (Polt
1999:66). That makes sense for us because we are always already attuned—‘“we are never
free of moods” (Heidegger 1962:175). Attunement points to the fact that I have a past—*I1
find that I have been thrown into the world” (Polt 1999:66). We are thrown into the world
with a past—this is attunement. Dasein in its facticity is faced everyday with the task of
being what it has already been, and choosing what it can be (ibid.:66-7). Heidegger used the
double adverb ‘always already’ to stress the inescapable past which, as such, belongs to us.
Thrown into the world, Dasein finds a world that already matters to it because revealed
within, by and through an attunement in which Dasein is.”°

Since Dasein is thrown, we always and already are in the world from a particular
perspective, which implies the impossibility of “building truth from scratch”, of “new
beginnings”, of “total knowledge”, and so forth. We already have a past that disposes us to
a particular way in the world—our unique and unavoidable way. Heidegger’s argument is
that attunement is not to be understood as a feature of humans, which implies humanness to

English equivalent of this expression. Both disagree with Macquarrie and Robinson’s translation, “state-of-mind”
(Heidegger 1962:172). “After all, Heidegger consistently tries to avoid giving the impression that Dasein exists
inside a subjective sphere, such as a mind” (Polt 1999:65, fn. 41). “‘State-of-mind’ suggests, at least to philosophers,
a mental state, a determinate condition of an isolatable, occurrent subject. Heidegger is at pains to show that the
sense we have of how the things are going is precisely nor a private mental state” (Dreyfus 1991:168). What is
needed is a term that designates our moods as ways of finding ourselves in the world; it is a word that conveys
“being found in a situation where things and options already matter” (ibid.:168). Polt stayed with Stambaugh’s
translation “attunement” (Heidegger 1999)—‘one’s attunement discloses one’s throwness: attunement is our way of
finding ourselves thrust into the world” (Polt 1999:65). We also use Stambaugh’s translation.

7 Traditionally, philosophers have tried to escape ‘moods’ or ‘emotional states’. Descartes looked for a situation
where he would have had “no worries or passions”: locking himself in a “small stove-heated room”, hoping to come
out with an unshakeable system of reason (Descartes 1993:6-7). Descartes takes no notice of the fact that it is an
already experienced world which conducted him to that room, and that reason and reasoning “presupposes a prior
revelation of the world, a revelation that is largely achieved through attunement” (Polt 1999:67). Heidegger makes
this aspect clear: “The mood has already disclosed, in every case, Being-in-the-World as a whole, and makes it
possible first of all to direct one-self towards something” (Heidegger 1962:176). Descartes went to the small stove-
heated roombecause it already meant something to him.
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be experienced before/without that feature, but rather that attunement is ontological—it is
part of the essence of being human.

Things matter to us because of our having a past—a past that is meaningful to us because it
is who we are, and it is what enables us to project who we can become. Attuned, we find
ourselves already disposed in a world that we understand. We-are-in-a-world-that-worlds—
that is evident to us; we understand it, and have competence over it. Understand is a
knowing how, our ability to cope in the world; not a knowing that, our capacity to explain
this or that. Understanding is previous to articulation and previous to reflection. “Being-in-
the-world is disclosed as such, and this disclosedness we have called “understanding”
(Heidegger 1962:182). Because Dasein is an issue for itself, the world is already found as
meaningful—“everything has meaning” (Merleau-Ponty 1962:xviii). Thus, Dasein as
being-in-the-world, being-there, already understands the world in that all has meaning for
it.”! Understanding in this way indicates our competence over Being (Heidegger 1962:183).

Understanding has in itself the structure of projection (Heidegger 1962:185), that is, the
way Dasein understands itself is in terms of possibilities, of “available ways to be” (Polt
1999:69). Projecting is not thus comporting oneself according to a plan, or to a set of
identified goals or objectives. Projecting is in the way Dasein understands itself. Dasein is
thrown into the kind of Being which is projecting. Dasein has already projected itself, and
as long as it is, it is projecting” (Heidegger 1962:185). We understand the world by taking a
stand on our life, by adopting some way of acting, of existing. Dasein always and already
understands a world in which it is attuned and projecting.

In its everydayness Dasein has fallen into ‘the they’. The they-self is always absorbed in
what it is doing in a superficial and conventional manner. ‘The they’ dominates the public
space of Daseining, in which things have already been interpreted in a way which
constitutes that which is presupposed in Daseining. This implies that ‘the they’ is a
levelling down (ibid.) that, as such, draws Dasein away from its primordial sense of what it
is—Dasein has fallen into the world (ibid.). “In falling Dasein fturns away from itself”
(1bid.:230). Absorbed in the world, Dasein is fascinated by and with the things found— is
‘Being lost’ (ibid.). Fallen’? is a permanent tendency in the human condition, although
Dasein sometimes resists and overcomes falling—Heidegger’s examples are anxiety and
moment of vision.

In anxiety, Dasein is unsettled—*“not at home” (ibid.:233)—and feels itself alienated.

Dasein is anxious about nothing in particular; it is in a general mood, which reveals entities
and their meanings as irrelevant, inconsequential, insignificant (ibid.:231). This can only be
because Dasein is an issue for itself. Thus being-in-the-world, as such, is that in the face of
which Dasein is anxious. In moment of vision (ibid.387-8), Dasein faces up to its mortality,
recognises the finitude of its unlimited possibilities, grasps its current situation in the world,
recovers who it is as a having been, and authentically and resolutely understands how it

""In Basic Problems of Phenomenology, Heidegger (1982) clarifies this issue by etymologically analysing the
German word for understanding: Vorstehen. Literally the word means “stand in front of or ahead of it, that is stand
at its head, administer, manage, preside over it” (Dreyfus 1991:185). “In German we say that someone Vorstehen
something. This is equivalent to saying that he versteht sich darauf [understands in the sense of being skilled or
expert at it, has the know-how of it]. The meaning of the term “understanding”... is intended to go back to this
usage in ordinary language” (Heidegger 1982:276: square brackets from Dreyfus 1991:185). Heidegger’s technical
expression understanding means this kind of know-how—a skilful coping more basic than the distinction between
thought and action (Dreyfus 1991:185).

™ Heidegger characterises falling in three basic ways: idle talk , curiosity, and ambiguity (ibid.). Idle talk is the way
in which issues appear already interpreted by the ‘they’ and, as such, are superficially and conventionally accessed.
Curiosity is seeing not in order to understand but just in order to see; it is a manifestation of Dasein’s tendency to
become lost into the world. In ambiguity Dasein self-interprets itself in terms of the world it finds in idle talk and
curiosity, closing off its own self by destining itself among the they (ibid.).
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forms part of its life. Taking over its tendency of falling within what proximally surrounds
it, Dasein uncovers a moment of deeper meaningfulness in which what it will be, as a
having been, appropriates the possibilities itself chooses. In this way, it illuminates and
discloses the authentic future, past, and present.

These examples of Dasein’s overcoming of falling “have the potential to wake us up to the
difference it makes that there is something rather than nothing” (Polt 1999:77). Any
authentic grasp of things develops itself from everyday superficiality. We are thrown into a
world already meaningful for us. Our facticity is that we remain in the thrown, “sucked into
the turbulence of the “they’s” inauthenticity” (Heidegger 1962:223). Having touched upon
the overall structure of Being-in, we must recall that being-in-the-world is a phenomenon

which is primordial and constantly a whole, that always comes first.

Factically in-the-world, Dasein is its own caring for itself and other things in the world.
Dasein has always a past because it cares for who it is already. It has a future because
different possibilities matter differently to Dasein—it cares about its possibilities. In the
present, Dasein is absorbed in-the-world, involved with Others and things, caring for them
and for itself. Dasein is there because is cares:

“Dasein exists as being for which, in its being, that being is itself an issue. Essentially
ahead of itself, it has projected itself upon its ability to be before going on to any mere
consideration of itself. In its projection it reveals itself as something which has been
thrown. It has been thrownly abandoned to the ‘world’, and falls into it concernfully.
As care—that is, as existing in the unity of the projection which has been fallingly
thrown—this entity as been disclosed as a ‘there’” (ibid.:458).

Because the Being of Dasein is an issue for itself, Dasein cares for that which it finds in the
world. Dasein is an issue for itself because it cares about the world in which it is what it is.
Being makes a difference to Dasein only because it cares. Care is the ontological meaning
of ‘making an issue of itself’. Care is thus the essence of Dasein. Care unifies all the
structural aspects of the human way of being: understanding, attunement, and falling. Care
is a primordial structural totality, lying before any specific situation Dasein finds itself in.
Care is the a priori existentiale that always has already defined Dasein in its ownmost
Being.

Each epoch and culture embodies a diverse self-interpretation of itself. Nonetheless, all of
them rely on the previous disclosedness of care as the essence of being human. Heidegger
calls attention to the fact that care does not express the priority of the practical attitude over
the theoretical one. Care is previous to both attitudes: “When we ascertain something
occurrent by merely beholding it, this activity has the character of care just as much as does
a “political action” or taking a rest and enjoying oneself” (ibid.:238). Care is already in the
world because care is that which reveals the world to us. As such, care encompasses the
world, and is previous to practical concerns and theoretical reflections. Care is that on the
basis of which there can be practice and theory.

Dasein understands the world because it cares for being—it is not a matter of indifference
for Dasein that it is, and that a world is. Caring for being, Dasein is in the world for-the-
sake-of its potentiality for being; this “Being towards one’s ownmost potentiality- for-Being
means that in each case Dasein is already ahead of itself in its Being” (ibid.:236). Ahead-
of-itself, already-being-in-the-world, Dasein is factically absorbed caring for things of its
concern.

Being-ahead-of-itself is the aspect of understanding that discloses Dasein as its own
possibilities, because that which is primordially disclosed is the future itself. Dasein is a
having a future. Yet Dasein is already in a world. It is attuned to a world that matters to
itself. “I already have a life” (Polt 1999:79). Dasein cannot disengage itself from that which
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it already is. Dasein always has a past, which dictates who it was and enables it to project
who it wants to be. Towards the future—ahead of itself—from the past—already in—
Dasein is always a precencing in the world—amidst, coping, anxious, fearful, joyful,
absorbed, contemplative. Future, past, and present matter to Dasein.

We have seen the overall structure of Being-in. How attunement, understanding, and falling
reveal Care as the essence of Dasein. This overall schema has already suggested
temporality as its horizon. Temporality implicitly enables us to make sense of the threefold
structure of care—already (past), ahead (future), in (present).

Having interpreted everydayness, Heidegger uncovers temporality as the background, the
presupposed and always implicit horizon of everydayness. To get a fuller grasp of this
horizon, in Division II of Being and Time, Heidegger inverts his analysis—by taking
everydayness as background he intends to disclose temporality as itself is.

A.2. Temporality

Everydayness is the Being that is between birth and death (Heidegger 1962:276). From the
beginning of our past, when we had no past at all, until the end of our future, when we will
have no more possibilities in front of us, we-are-in-the-world in the ways characterised
above. As we live, we care for the world in which we are. “If you knew that this was the
last day of your life what would you do? The answer to this question says a lot about who
you are—what you care about the most and how you really want to live. The certainty of
death is liberating, in a sense: it frees us from trivialities” (Polt 1999:85). This questioning
can indeed be useful in clarifying who each one of us is, elucidating the kind of being we,
human beings, all of us are.

Death emerges as the limit of all possibilities for Dasein. Dasein’s possibilities are always
limited by the possibility of the impossibility of existing—this is the meaning Heidegger
attaches to death (Heidegger 1962:279). In this sense, only human beings are capable of
death. Animals do not share a way of being in which death makes sense. This is the reason
we call ourselves mortals. Thus, mortality is not a one-off event, but the ongoing human
condition itself. The meaning our past has for us, the possibilities we project into the future,
only make sense for us against the certainty of death:

“If we become truly immortal [in this world or in life after death], and death is no
longer a possibility for us at all, then we will have entered a radically different state of
Being and will no longer be Dasein. An entity whose possibilities always have to
remain open, who is guaranteed a future and is essentially impervious to death, is not
Dasein. Such an entity would have a fundamentally different way of acting and
understanding” (Polt 1999:87).

Death is certain (Heidegger 1962:299) and “this certainty, that ‘I myself am in that I will
die’, is the basic certainty of Dasein itself” (Heidegger 1985:316). In this analysis,
temporality is that on the basis of which Dasein can have its own certainty. As such, it
shapes Being-in. Being-towards-death Dasein can face up to its mortal condition or it can
cover it up within ‘the they’. When Dasein is facing up to death, already-in-the-world-
ahead-of-itself, it is forced to make something of itself. Dasein always has itself to be.
Facing up to its own limited possibilities, Dasein realises the importance of choosing a
possibility of defining itself—this is what Heidegger calls anticipation.

Dasein is indebted to its past as it does mt control it. Dasein did not bring itself to the
world—it is already there—and it cannot change what it has already been. To be who we
want to be in the future, we are always from the past, indebted to it, having to work with it
and from it. Yet, Dasein’s past is still open, in that its meaning is ever changing in
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accordance with the projections Dasein embodies into the future. We project possibilities
that always include our past, and these possibilities—as they are these and not others—
make us responsibk for what we choose. Below Table A.2 presents a synthesis of the way
temporality is revealed in Dasein’s Being.

Entangled in time Dasein can choose because it cares. On its own, it can choose to choose
or not to choose (ibid.:312-4). Thus, choosing to choose is the way Dasein authentically
exists, owning up to its possibilities, facing up to its mortality, and taking for itself the
meaning it wants for its life. In day-to-day coping we are always choosing; but we can
choose within ‘the they’, as things go on and on, not taking the burden of being responsible
for the way in which we are already. Choosing to choose can indeed have no consequence
in the kind of ontical actions we are performing, but as these actions are authentically
appropriated by us, the world opens up more clearly, and the possibilities we face show up
in deeper meaningfulness. Heidegger calls this way of being resoluteness (ibid.:314,343).
We have all experienced this whenever we ponder and decide, sometimes even in a fraction
of a second, upon an issue which we know will change our life—for example, taking a new

job, engaging in a deeper religious life, going to live in another country.”
Table A.2 - Future and Past
Future Past
Death Birth
Possibilities Foundations
Responsibility Indebtedness
Projection Throwness
Understanding Attunement
Existentiality Facticity
Being-ahead-of-itself Being-already-in-the-world

In resoluteness we no longer exist as a falling they-self, but we experience the seizing of
one’s future and one’s throwness. Being-in-the-world gets illuminated, and the possibilities
we project for our life get brighter and deeper—this is the moment of vision (ibid.). This
moment of vision enables one to make explicit choices, which would need to be reinforced
again and again because of Dasein’s structural tendency to fall into ‘the they’.

However, we should note that Dasein does not choose its possibilities from nowhere.
Dasein already is in a shared world who takes a possibility furnished by ‘the they’ and
makes it its own. In a sense, while resolute its life becomes something that is not
characterised by following ‘the they’, but by leading itself within ‘the they’. Resoluteness
involves a recognition both of having a past, and of the limitations of possibilities by our
own Being-towards-death. Thus, resoluteness is entangled with anticipation (facing up to
mortality).

“[Anticipatory resoluteness] simply means that one accepts our basic condition as
human beings: we have to make something (or someone) of ourselves, and this proje ct
of living is subject to some important limitations. First, the life one builds must be
based on one’s facticity, on who one already is. Secondly, one’s life will exclude an
infinity of other possible lives that one could have led. Thirdly, a human life is
susceptible to termination at any moment. When we make our choices in full

” These examples are just some situations in which resoluteness might be experienced. However, resoluteness
might not always be experienced in these situations. It is also plausible to consider such examples being run by the
they, rather than the authentic self.
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recognition of these limitations, we take authentic, clear-sighted stances” (Polt
1999:95).

Authentically we are projecting, disclosing possibilities for being and illuminating our past.
Projecting is our pre-ontological understanding of Being. As a being, whose beingness is
care, Dasein “has in every case already projected itself upon definite possibilities of its
existence” (Heidegger 1962:363). Meaning signifies the wupon-which of the primary
projection of the understanding of Being (ibid.:371). “The primary projection of the
understanding of Being gives the meaning” (ibid.:371-2). Thus, care is the grounding of
meaning.

Heidegger contents that in essential caring anticipation and resoluteness are implied. We
care because we always already anticipate. We care because we are always already resolute.
These aspects are not features of being a man, but rather are that which man essentially is
as the being who cares. “That which was projected in the primordial existential projection
of existence has revealed itself as anticipatory resoluteness” (ibid.:372). In anticipatory
resoluteness, the being who faces up to mortality chooses to choose its possibilities.
Anticipatory resoluteness is Dasein’s ownmost distinctive way of being:

“This letting-itself-come-towards-itself in that distinctive possibility which it puts up
with, is the primordial phenomenon of the future as coming towards. If either authentic
or inauthentic Being-towards-death belongs to Dasein’s Being, then such Being-
towards-death is possible only as something futural” (ibid.:372-3).

What is at stake here is not the common understanding of the word future as a ‘now’
somewhere in an pre-determined order of sequential time. The primordial dimension of
future is disclosed in potentiality- for-being. Dasein already is its grasping of possibilities. A
possibility, as a possibility of ours, is a coming towards ourselves. It is something already
on the way towards Dasein itself, disclosed in Daseining as a possibility, that is, as
something possible for Dasein. As such the future gest disclosed as already coming towards
Dasein. The future lies in Dasein’s being. Dasein is ahead of itself, as it already was, united
in its beingness from the future, not from the past nor from the present. It is the future, as
understanding of possibilities for Dasein being as it already was, that is the primordial
dimension of temporality. Dasein was already ahead of itself, in this becoming what Dasein
has been gets its disclosure.

Dasein’s possibilities are not certain because they can vanish into the past, appropriated by
the process of having-been, being not any more a possibility; or, because in choosing,
Dasein sets aside what it does not choose; or, because Dasein lets itself be engulfed by ‘the
they’; or, finally, because Dasein is itself towards-its-death, with the impossibility of
having possibilities always on the horizon.

Being-in-the-world, in a situation, within a projection in which itself is, Dasein takes on a
possibility that makes sense for who it is, as a having-been. This means that making
present—that 1is, the Present itself—receives its meaning from the primordial
understanding of Being that grounds the future for Dasein as a having been. This character
of “*having been’ arises from the future, and in such a way that the future which “has been”,
the already going projecting of Dasein’s being, releases for itself the Present. This
phenomenon has the unity of a future which makes present in the process of having been;
we designate it as ‘temporality” (ibid.:374).

In this way temporality grounds care— “temporality is the meaning of care” (ibid.:374,375).
It is only because Dasein’s beingness is in temporality that Dasein cares—a contrario,
present-at-hand objects do not care because they are locked in a kind of Being in which
future, past, and present make no difference at all to them (Polt 1999:97). Dasein’s care
structurally brings together the future, disclosed in understanding; the past, disclosed in
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attunement; and the present, disclosed in fallen. “The “ahead-of-itself” is grounded in the
future. In the “being-already-in...”, the character of “having been” is made known. “Being-
alongside...” becomes possible in making present” (Heidegger 1962:375). Being matters to
Dasein because it cares. As such, Dasein is always-ahead-of-itself-already- in-the-world-
alongside-the-others.

What Dasein already was, ahead of itself disclosed in its own possibilities, gets its meaning
from the future because, in action, it keeps coming towards Dasein as possibilities. Thus,
the past is always changing, as the making present—{fulfilling Dasein’s projections—opens
up new possibilities into the future, and new meanings for what it already was. The past,
the present, and the future are united in Dasein. This make us see that Daseining is a never
ceasing change of past, present, and future. Nothing stands still, everything has evolving
meanings—this recalls us of Heraclitus’ key insight: “you could not step into the same river
twice” (Heraclitus quoted in Plato 1998).

The word ‘ahead’ of the ahead-of-itself points to a ‘before’. Thus, it points to a ‘later’ as
well. These notions are not to be understood within the common concepts of the ‘course of
time’. Nothing happens before something else that happens later, as that would have
implied we have understood Dasein as something present-at-hand. The notions of ‘ahead’,
‘before’, ‘later’—implied in the structural items that formally indicate temporality as the
horizon of care—all indicate the future “as of a sort which would make it possible for
Dasein to be such that its potentiality-for-Being is an issue” (Heidegger 1962:375).
“Temporalizing does not signify that ecstases come in a ‘succession’. The future is not later
than having been, and having been is not earlier than the Present” (ibid.:401). Only on the
ground of temporality, and against the future, can Dasein be what it is. “Self-projection
upon the ‘for-the-sake-of-oneself’ is grounded in the future and is an essential characteristic
of existentiality. The primary meaning of existentiality is the future” (ibid.:375-6).

We are always already projecting into the future. This projection is the primordial
understanding of ourselves, and it is based on a pre-ontological understanding of Being.
Into the future, we are a having been thrown, we are always “as already having been, in the
sense of the “l am-as-having-been”. The making present is disclosed as we appropriate
some possibilities for being on the basis of that which we already were, as beings who are
projecting. Ahead-of-itself, Dasein always has already understood who itself was, on the
basis of who itself will be. The past and present thus get disclosed in account of the future.

Within this fundamental articulation of time, Dasein’s coping in-the-world takes various
forms—either in authenticity or inauthenticity. For the most part, Dasein in not in
authenticity, but rather in inauthenticity. While absorbed, coping with its task, Dasein is not
anticipating. Instead, t is ongoing, seeing what is coming out of its efforts; in short, it is
awaiting (ibid.:386).

Authenticity “lets Dasein come towards itself as its ownmost potentiality- for-Being” (ibid.).
Resolutely facing up to mortality, Dasein chooses to choose—chooses authenticity—which
means that, already and always ahead-of-itself, Dasein chooses an authentic future instead
of an inauthentic future. Dasein does not choose the future, instead of the Present or the
Past’, as the basis for the meaning of its life. That which Dasein is, means that Dasein
already and always faces the future as coming towards itself. Thus, in inauthenticity the
future is already disclosed, precisely, as an inauthentic future (ibid.).

In inauthentic future, Dasein is in everydayness, concerned with the environmentally
available. It projects itself upon that which it is concerned with, “or upon what is feasible,
urgent, indispensable” (ibid.). Dasein is not coming towards itself in its ownmost
potentiality- for-Being, but rather it has fallen into the present environment, and is
concerned only with “making present the things [it] is dealing with” (Polt 1999:99). Dasein
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is awaiting the results of its activity. This is how temporality temporalises inauthentic
future: it “has the character of awaiting” (Heidegger 1962:386), as opposed to authentic
future, which has the character of anticipation.

While at the office, engaged in some routine task, we are fallen into the office-environment,

reaching for tools and parts: the keyboard, the mouse, a pen, a book, the phone, and so forth.
We are absorbed, manipulating things and bringing about results: finishing a document,

replying to an email, answering the phone, agreeing to a meeting, and so on. We await the
result of our work. Our “relationship to the future is just a matter of seeing what will come”

of our efforts (Polt 1999:99); it is waiting-towards (Heidegger 1962:387).

Waiting-towards characterises inauthenticity in absorbed coping. In contrast to this Present
in inauthenticity, Heidegger uses the term moment of vision to describe the Present in
authenticity. “To the anticipation which goes with resoluteness, there belongs a Present in
accordance with which a resolution discloses a situation. Moment of vision cannot be
understood in terms of ‘nows’. Nothing can occur in the moment of vision” (ibid.:388). A
moment of vision opens up ways into authentic appropriations of possibilities-for-Being,
which go deeper both into the future and into the past. In resoluteness, the Present is not
only brought back from distraction with the objects of one’s closest concern, but it gets held
both in the future, and in having been.

In inauthenticity and in authenticity, the Future and the Present are entangled with the Past,
but in a quite different mode. Temporality gounds Dasein’s union of its projecting with
what it already is. In a moment of vision, we get in touch with what we already are; we
experience our own choosing nature, and proceed by appropriating some particular
possibility that not only makes sense—provides meaning for our being into the future—but
uncovers, and recovers, that which we already were. For Heidegger, this phenomenon is
the temporalisation of the past— “repetition” in Macquarrie and Robinson’s translation of
Being and Time (ibid.), “retrieve” in Stambaugh’s translation (Heidegger 1999). In a
moment of vision we assume that which we are and while taking up our previous life, we
reinterpret it and reaffirm it—the future, the past, and the present show up in united in
authenticity. Yet this retrieving of the past does not take place most of the time. In
inauthenticity, we have already forgotten our past. We are concerned with that within which
we have fallen. In inauthenticity “Dasein has forgotten itself in its ownmost thrown
potentiality- for-Being” (Heidegger 1962:388). Dasein just remembers what it needs in
order to do that within which it concerns itself in the moment.

Table A.3 - Dasein’s Temporal Way of Being
(adapted from Polt 1999:99)

Temporality
Future Past Present
Dasein’s two Authentic Anticipating Retrieving Moment of vision
essential ways
of being in the
world Inauthentic Awaiting Forgetting Waiting-towards

We have now come full circle in addressing the two basic modes of Dasein’s being-in-the
world—authenticity and inauthenticity—within the three ecstases of temporality: the future,
the past, and the present. In both authentic and inauthentic existence, the future, the past,
and the present are at work together (ibid.:401). “They open up a world, or clear the ‘there’
(ibid.:402) by carrying us away to their “horizons” (ibid.:416).
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In inauthenticity the Present takes a central relevance, subordinating the Future and the Past.
In authenticity the Future shows up as the ground for all ecstases of temporality—the
Present is experienced in fresher and deeper meanings, gained from the Past, but especially
from the future; and the Past recovers what we already are and what we carry with us into
new future possibilities of being, which change the experience of what we are in the present,
were in the past, and will be in the future.

Table A.3 summarises the core concepts dealt with in the last part of this section. However,
it can help only if it is remembered that Future, Past, and Present are not successive nows.
All of them in their authentic and inauthentic modes are grounded in the future. They all
belong to understanding, to the ‘projecting towards a potentiality-for-Being for the sake of
which any Dasein exists” (ibid.:385). Caring, Dasein has always understood itself against
the horizon of the future. The future is the ground of temporality.
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Being-in-the-world in Heidegger’s words

“Dasein exists as an entity for which, in its Being, that Being is itself an issue. Essentially ahead
of itself, it has projected itself yon its potentiality-for-Being before going on to any mere
consideration of itself. In its projection it reveals itself as something which has been thrown. It
has been thrownly abandoned to the ‘world’, and falls into it concernfully. As care—that is as
existing in the unity of the projection which has been fallingly thrown—this entity has been
disclosed as a ‘there’. As being with Others it maintains itself in an average way of
interpreting—a way which has been Articulated in discourse and expressed in language. Being-
in-the-world has always expressed itself, and as Being alongside entities encountered within-
the-world, it constantly expresses itself in addressing itself to the very object of its concern
(Heidegger 1962:458).

Circumspective concern includes the understanding of a totality of involvements, and this
understanding is based upon a prior understanding of the relationships of the “in-order-to”, the
“towards -which”, the “towards-this”, and the “for-the-sake-of’. The interconnection of these
relationships has been exhibited (...) as “significance”. Their unity makes up what we call the
“world” (ibid.:415).

Dasein exists for the sake of a potentiality-for-Being itself. In existing, it has been thrown; and
as something thrown, it has been delivered over to entities which it needs in order to be able to
be as it is—namely, for the sake of itself. In so far as Dasein exists facticaly, it understands itself
in the way its “for-the-sake-of-itself” is thus connected with some current “in-order-to”. That
inside which existing Dasein understands itself, is ‘there’ along with its factical existence. That
inside which one primarily understands oneself has Dasein’s kind of Being (ibid.).

We have defined Dasein’s Being as “care”. The ontological meaning of “care” is temporality. (...)
temporality constitutes the disclosedness of the ‘there’ (...) [, in which] the world is disclosed
along with it. The unity of significance—that is, the ontological constitution of the world—must
then likewise be grounded in temporality. The existential-temporal condition for the possibility of
the world lies in the fact that temporality, as an ecstatical unity, has something like a horizon.
Ecstases are not simply raptures in which one gets carried away. Rather, there belongs to each
ecstase a ‘whiter’ to which one is carried away. This “whiter” of the ecstasis we call the
“horizonal schema”. In each of the three ecstases the ecstatical horizon is different. The
schema in which Dasein comes towards itself futurally, whether authentically or inauthentically,
is the “for-the-sake-of-itself”. The schema in which Dasein is disclosed to itself in an attunement
as thrown, is to be taken as that in the face of which it has been thrown and that to which it has
been abandoned. This characterises the horizonal schema of what has been. In existing for the
sake of itself in abandonment to itself as something that has been thrown, Dasein, as Being-
alongside, is at the same time making present. The horizonal schema for the Present is defined
by the “in-order-to”.

The unity of the horizonal schemata of future, Present, and having been, is grounded in the
ecstatical unity of temporality. The horizon of temporality as a whole determines that whereupon
factically existing entities are essentially disclosed. With one’s factical Being-there, a
potentiality-for-Being is in each case projected in the horizon of the future, one’s ‘Being-already’
is disclosed in the horizon of having been, and that with which one concerns oneself is
discovered in the horizon of the Present. The horizonal unity of the schemata of these ecstases
makes possible the primordial way in which the relationships of the “in-order-to” are connected
with the “for-the-sake-of”. This implies that on the basis of the horizonal constitution of the
ecstatical unity of temporality there belongs to that entity which is in each case its own “there”,
something like a world that has been disclosed (ibid.:415-7)

In so far as Dasein temporalises itself, a world is too. In temporalizing itself with regard to its
Being as temporality, Dasein is essentially ‘in a world’ (...). The world is neither present-at-hand
nor ready-to-hand, but temporalises itself in temporality. (...) If no Dasein exists, no world is
‘there’ either. The world is already presupposed in one’s Being alongside the ready-to-hand
concernfully and factically, in one’s thematizing of the present-at-hand, an in one’s discovering
of this latter entity by Objectification; that is to say, all these are possible only as ways of Being-
in-the-world” (ibid.:417).
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Appendix B - Autopoiesis

The biological theory of autopoiesis, developed by the Chilean biologists Maturana and
Varela, has had a growing worldwide impact in the social sciences for the last two decades.
It is founded on well-established findings in biology and neurophysiology, but its overall
approach is a completely new one. It is moulded within a strong systems perspective,
supplying genuinely fresh insights into that which essential makes a living being to what it
1s. Heidegger got to the core of the issue autopoiesis addresses when wrote that to be alive
is a self-bringing forth, an arising out of itself. Autopoiesis, as poiesis en heautoi, is devised
to uncover this bringing forth on its own:

“The bursting open of a blossom into bloom, in itself (en heautoi). In contrast, what is
brought forth by the artisan or the artist, e.g., the silver chalice, has the bursting open
belonging to bringing-forth, not in itself, but in another (en alloi), in the craftsman or
artist” (Heidegger 1997:10-1).

Autopoiesis generates explanations for the interpretative and hermeneutic characteristics of
human beings and their languaging (Mingers 1995:5). Its effects have been felt in many
areas of scientific research. Autopoiesis differs from the exact science approach because
what it found worthy of investigation was not the empirical evidence, the data, that
traditional exact science’s approaches are always looking for. Instead, Maturana and Varela
were concerned with the results themselves. Although Maturana and Varela handled the
same data of traditional biological researches, they questioned their assumptions, namely
the implicit ontological presupposition that living beings are open systems in an objective
outer world, and ended up with radical different conclusions.

Autopoiesis suggests a change of paradigm as characterised by Kuhn’s (1996:111)
explanation that during “revolutions scientists see new and different things when looking
with familiar instruments in places they have looked before. (...) What were ducks in the
scientist’s world before the revolution are rabbits afterwards”, conceding that in the most
radical shifts these ‘rabbits’ were something never heard of before. At the heart of
autopoiesis is the claim that living systems are self-organised and self-produced closed
systems—they are not open systems.

In some sense, one can find only what one already knows. One can look forward only on
the basis of an assumed background. We must bear in mind that the ontological foundations
of any scientific quest whatsoever do not vary with the results, but rather the contrary: the
significance of the results can have diverse meanings as they rely on diverse ontologies.
These “ontological foundations can never be disclosed by subsequent hypotheses derived
from empirical material, but (...) they are always ‘there’ already, even when that empirical
material simply gets collected” (Heidegger 1962:75).

Autopoiesis belongs to the Western intellectual tradition of complexity and self-
organisation, a current of scientific thinking that had its modern’* prelude with Darwin’s
theory of natural selection, compiled and presented in 1859 under the title The Origin of

™ The work of Plato The Laws (Plato 1988), describing the arrangements that characterise human life in a city, may
well be taken as the first fully worked out systems theory. Palmer (1996) suggests that The Laws is to some extent a
“lost book” because Western intellectual tradition tends to place it in the realm of political science, where it only
shows up as a “unworkable utopia”. Sounding strange in the field of political science, The Laws sounds
enlightening if understood within the grounds of system’s theory. Still, what is more interesting is that in The Laws
Plato was theoricizing about a human system and was doing that in ways that are autopoietic at their core. “Plato
was essentially describing an autopoietic system inhabited by human beings in the form of the city. So the first
systems theory was at the same time the first known, well articulated, development of an autopoietic theory”
(Palmer 1996). If Plato’s Laws is indeed a description of a system intrinsically autopoietic, then there is some irony
in that this system is one about human social relations, which is precisely the area about which there is no
consensus today on the validity of the application of autopoietical theory.
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Species By Means of Natural Selection or the Preservation of Favoured Races in the
Struggle for Life (Darwin 1985).”> However, neither autopoiesis nor chaos theories—two
prominent schools of thought within the complexity arena—agree with the supremacy of
the ‘external environment’ as presented in Darwin’s theory of natural selection. What is at
stake for complexity theories’® is a much more intricate process of reciprocally triggering
effects. Living systems do not change as their environment alters. Instead, they behave
according to their own rules, reacting to both external and internal stimuli. These
essentially closed system are only open to the environment in relation to the elements that
actualise—materialise—their being. What they are, as they are, is closed to environment.

Autopoiesis tries to capture the characteristics highlighted above. Maturana first established
autopoiesis’ key features in “Biology of Cognition” (1970). However, the word autopoiesis
was coined only three years later, when presenting the paper “Autopoiesis: The
Organization of the Living” (1973).”” The word autopoiesis’® has proved to be useful, as it
unifies and intuitively suggests the basic features Maturana and Varela want to highlight:
autonomy and self-production. They claim that it “simplified enormously the task of talking
about the organization of the living without falling into the always gaping trap of not saying
anything new because the language does not permit it” (Maturana and Varela 1980:xvii).

In addition to autopoiesis’ influence on the IS and management fields of research, already
referred to in the Introduction of this dissertation, it has made inroads into the social
sciences ever since its presentation in “Biology of Cognition”. In the mid-eighties, German
sociologist Nicholas Luhmann published the work Soziale System (1984), which used the
autopoietic characterisation of living systems to develop a more general theory of self-
referential systems centred around the concept of communication. Luhmann subsequently
further developed his theory that there are core principles of autopoiesis at work in social
systems (Luhmann 1986; Luhmann 1982, 1988; Van Twist and Shaap 1991). Using
Luhmann’s proposal, Gunther Teubner, a German law theorist, started a new approach to
the understanding of legal systems (Teubner 1988, 1991; Deggau 1988). For Teubner
autopoiesis proved useful in creating awareness of the legal system’s lack of renewal and
resistance in adapting to new issues in the economy and in society at large. The political
scientist Bob Jessop (1990) used autopoietic lenses to explain, from a Marxist standpoint,
how the capitalist system survives in spite of its tendencies towards crisis and struggle.

™ Although the Darwinian concept of natural selection is not usually understood as belonging to the field of self-
organisation, it fulfilled its essential requirements. Taking a very broad view, one can summarise Darwin’s claims
by saying that he claimed life on earth as a self-organising development, in which the beings who survive are those
whose varieties and instincts, through generations, better fit their direct and indirect interaction with their external
environment.

7 In the mid-1980s, Prigogine and Stengers (1985) published Order Out of Chaos: Man’s New Dialogue with
Nature, a work on thermodynamics that set the ground for major developments on the notion of self-organisation.
Some works that develop Prigogine’s proposal have had relevant influence on the field, such as Gleick’s (1988)
Chaos and Stewart’s (1989) Does God Play Dice? This strand among the theories of complexity is centred around
the concept of far-from-equilibrium systems, which are considered to be open systems. The far-from-equilibrium
system embodies complex sequences of chaotic patterns generated by non-linear feedback, either positive or
negative. In these systems, very small changes in the environment or in a system’s boundary can dramatically
expand and radically change system’s behaviour. This means, for instance, that the performance of an institution,
either for- or not-for-profit, is affected in an unpredictable manner “by changes, disturbances, and ‘noise’ from the
environment” (Stacey 1991:396-7).

7 These two papers are considered both by Maturana and Varela (1992:13) and the academic community in general
as the foundational papers of the theory of autopoiesis. They were later published as one book under the title
Autopoiesis and Cognition: The Realization of the Living (Maturana and Varela 1980).

™ The word autopoiesis is a juxtaposition of the Greek words auto (self made, self based) and poiesis (produced,
generated, created). It was formulated to mean self-production, as that identifies the autonomous character of a
living being. Maturana and Varela claim that this new word for addressing the phenomenon of life allowed them to
escape traditional assumptions and meanings in the domain of biology.
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Walter Kickert (1993) used autopoiesis to understand how public administrative bodies
“might be able to survive any hostile storms that they may encounter”.

Some authors claim that autopoiesis has evolved to the point that it could now be regarded
as a general theory of systems, not just as a biological theory (Varela 1979, Goguen and
Varela 1979, Benseler 1980, Luhmann 1986, 1987, van Twist and Shaap 1991, Capra 1996,
Introna 1997, King 1993, Von Krogh, Roos and Slocum 1994). Arguments have also been
put forward to show that autopoiesis’ relevance can be grasped only if it is seen as a new
theoretical paradigm, which, as such, presents itself in many forms (King 1993, Von Krogh
and Vicari 1993, Von Krogh and Roos 1995, Von Krogh, Roos, and Slocum 1994). For
Fritjof Capra (in Maturana and Varela 1992) autopoiesis outlines a unified scientific
conception of mind, matter, and life. Capra (1996) claims that autopoiesis is the first
scientific theory that overcomes the Cartesian split of mind and matter, taking them not as
belonging to separate categories, but as complementary aspects of the phenomenon of
life—the process aspect and the structure aspect. “At all levels of life, beginning with the
simplest cell, mind and matter, process and structure, are inseparably connected. Mind is
immanent in living matter as the process of self-organization. For the first time, we have a
scientific theory that unifies mind, matter and life” (Capra in Whitaker 1996). Stafford Beer
(in Maturana and Varela 1980:63-72) deploys the same argument, emphasising that
autopoiesis belongs to the historical recovery of synthesis against analysis, which has taken
place from Plato, Aristotle, and Aquinas to the modern day.

B.1. Autonomy, Organisation, and Structure

What is a living system’”? What makes a being a living being? One evident answer is that
life is what makes a being to be a living being. Thus, the issue is how to define, to describe
this /iving of a living being. A typical approach would build up a list of features that
characterise living beings, such as reproduction, growth, irritability, and so forth. However,
doing this would be insufficient because it needs a previous criterion that enables one to
know when such a list has been completed:

“We had to accept that we could recognize living systems when we encountered them,
but that we could not yet say what they were. One could enumerate features of living
systems such as reproduction, heredity, growth, irritability, and so on; but, how long a
list was necessary? When would the list be completed? In order to know when the list
was completed I had to know what a living system was, which was, in fact, the
question that I wanted to answer in the first place by producing such a list” (Maturana
and Varela 1980:xiii).

Thus the ‘list approach’ is inappropriate for a fundamental grasping of that which a living
being is. One has to look elsewhere.

“It looks alive!” 1s a common expression that tries to capture the essence of a living being.
We hear it when someone facing a common situation feels something is not under control
when it should have been, e.g. a computer that performs in a chaotic manner or a car that
does not obey us in the way we are used to it. “In these encounters autonomy appears so
obviously an essential feature of living systems that whenever something is observed that
seems to have it, the naive approach is to deem it alive” (Maturana and Varela 1980:73).
We experience something that looks like having its own initiative, which we cannot
anticipate or control. In its autonomy, unpredictability and uncontrollability, we recognise
the typical situation of facing a living being.

™ Autopoiesis relies on a traditional account of what comprises a system: “any definable set of components”
(Maturana and Varela 1980:138).
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Maturana and Varela took the single living cell as their paradigmatic example, to highlight
the essential autonomy of a living being. The cell is an autonomous living being in that it
produces all the components it needs to continue producing those same components: “the
product of their functioning is the same functioning organization that produces them”
(1bid.:9). This is an ongoing fundamentally circular process because the cell produces and is
produced by, nothing other than itself. The cell, like all living beings, is characterised by its
ability, literally, “to be continually self-producing” (Maturana and Varela 1992:43).

In a living being—whether it is a single cell or a multicellular entity—the kind of
components, and relations between components, that make it what it is are self- generated.
Because living beings are self-produced, always behaving according to their own rules,
they are autonomous systems.

Figure B.1 - The Living System and its Components
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The organisation of living systems “is such that their product is themselves, with no

separation between producer and product. The being and doing of an autopoietic system are
inseparable, and this is their specific mode of organisation” (Maturana and Varela 1992:49).
This circular nature of a living system implies that the system differentiates itself from its
own environment (not itself). The boundaries set the living system’s limits; otherwise the
cell would not constitute a discrete unity and its metabolism would disintegrate. Thus, we
can distinguish two types of relations in an autopoietic system: a network of dynamic

transformations that produces its own components; and a boundary that, as part of the

interior of the autopoietic system, is essential to the operation of the network of
transformations that produced it as a unity (ibid.).

The cell, as a living system, maintains the essential relations between its components that
define what the system is for itself, as long as it is alive. In a living system, a cell or any
other, nothing but itself determines how it functions, behaves, and interprets its
environment. The relations of the components that constitute the living being are
unchangeable; they are not determined by the environment. Any possible state of activity of
a living being always leads to or generates further activity within itself, on its own terms.
Through its comporents, the cell adjusts itself to its environment as a particular cell. Living
systems are determined or co-determined by their structure, the actual components and
relationships that make an organisation to exist as such, at each particular instant. The
structure determines the compensation made in response to a perturbation, as well as what
in the environment can or cannot be a perturbation.
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The cell as a self-productive system does not depend on any other entity for its maintenance,
but the it fulfils its potentialities in a specific environment because it can adapt only to an
environment that is itself adaptable to the cell. Thus, the cell is alive only as long as it is
structurally coupled to its environment. Living system and environment are inseparable;
they are coupled through their own structures (Maturana and Varela 1980, 1992). It is the
selection of the appropriate environment that enables the autopoietic living being, as a part
of a whole, to continually produce itself—and therefore to be alive.

The biological cell is the paradigmatic example of an autopoietic system. It has all the
features that define a living system: autonomy, operational closure, self-referentiality, its
own organisation and its own structure, and the capability to be structurally coupled to its
environment. Most living systems are more complex than a cell, so other classes of
autopoiesis also arise, namely second-order metacellular systems and third-order social
systems. The essential characteristics of the living cell remain valid in these, but in higher
orders of complexity (Maturana and Varela 1992).

Let us now address directly the autopoiesis of metacellular systems. Why is a dog not a cat?
For a dog to be a dog, certain relations between specific components must be present. That
is the same for the cat, where we need to consider other relations and specific components.
The characteristics that make something to be that something define its organisation.
“Organisation signifies those relations that must be present in order for something to exist”
(ibid.:42). We have to consider not only the components themselves, but also the whole—
and the properties that emerge from it.

Metacellular systems, such as dogs, cats and human beings, are close aggregations of cells.
In the dynamism of that aggregation, the history of the interactions of each cell with other
cells is complementary within the constraints of their participation in the metacellular unity
they constitute. This is why “the ontogenic structural changes of each cell necessarily differ,
depending on how they participate in the constitution of that unity through their interactions
and neighbouring relations” (ibid.:79). As a result, “life of a multicellular individual as a
unity goes on through the operation of its components, but it is not determined by their
properties” (ibid.:80). Instead, it is determined by the emergent properties of the whole.

Even when the components are quite similar, the beings they comprise can have different
organisations—i.e., they can be different living beings—because of the relations and
processes in which the components are engaged.*® Components are viewed in terms of their
participation in the basic constitution of the unity that is a living being, in which all
components are actually integrated in a particular manner that characterises its organisation.

Structure 1s the actualisation of the organisation. Structure consists of the actual
components, all of their properties, and the actual relations holding between them. Structure
“denotes the components and relations that actually constitute a particular unity and make
its organization real” (ibid.:47).®! It concretely realises “a system as a particular member of

%0 Recent papers on the genome project (Venter et al. 2001, IHGSC 2001) are quite instructive in this matter.
Humans have almost the same number of genes as mice, and 98% of human genes are the same as the ape’s genes.
Rice has almost the double the genes of a human being. Autopoiesis perspective grounds the obvious differences in
these living beings on the grounds of the very different relations that emerge from very similar components.

' When my son André was 3 years old, he sometimes used an affirmative and a negative in the same phrase, in
order to characterise a specific object, story, or picture. Typically, what he said was of the form: “A looks like B,
but it also does not look like B”, or “that something is, but it is not ...”. For example, he would say something like:
“This lighter looks like the other lighter, but it also does not look like the other lighter”, or “a cartoon seems to be
other cartoon and also does not seem to be it.” We found this languaging very amusing and related it to a particular
way André deals with things. Subsequently, my wife told me that she had understood what André wanted to express
when he said “it is, but it is not”: that the lighter he was facing looks like a lighter, whose reality as a lighter—
which he learned from other lighter—is different, unique, or never before seen by him. I find this very interesting
because, to me, it meant he was distinguishing the concepts of essence and existence, of organisation and structure,
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the class (kind) of composite unities to which it belongs by its organization” (Maturana and
Varela 1980:xx). This means that organisation is a subset of the relations actually realised
in a structure. It also means that an organisation might be realised through many different
structures.

The unity of interactions adapts its structures to the evolving ambience in which it lives—
its niche—allowing “for evolutionary change in the way the circularity is maintained, but
not for the loss of the circularity itself” (ibid.:9). The living being thus constitutes a
homeostatic system whose purpose s to produce and maintain its circular functioning by
determining “that the components that specify it be those whose synthesis or maintenance it
secures” (ibid.:9). This basic circularity of the living system is that which makes it a unity
of interactions. Its circularity must be maintained in order to keep itself alive, retaining
itself as the same unity. This unity of interactions, as the same and as it is mine—that is,
from the being’s own living experiencing, and not from an observer perspective—is the
system’s identity.

Organisation has functional significance only in relation to the maintenance of its
circularity, which means that the domain of interactions the being undergoes is specified by
its organisation. As the interactions are self-referring, they maintain the system’s circularity
and reinforce the system’s coupling with its environment. This implies that the living of a
living system is a continuous bringing back of previous internal states, of the same
coherence and coupling—*“the circularity of their organization continuously brings them
back to the same internal sate” (ibid.:10). The living system maintains itself alive by
maintaining its recurrent functioning; by repeating what has worked for it.

Thus, organisation is closed to the environment, as it cannot be changed; and structure is
open to the environment, as it is always affecting and being affected by it. Organisation is
the is-ness of a being and has an ontological dimension. Structure is the actual existence of
an organisation, a such-ness, and has an ontic dimension.

The living being is limited in its autonomy in that it must stay coupled to its environment in
order to keep its autopoiesis going. During the life of the system, the organisation always
remains as it is—but structure always adapts to environment. The maintenance of the
organisation sets limits for changes that would take place in its structure. For a living
system to maintain its kind, its structure must evolve within the organisation that defines
what it is. Such structural change has to happen coherently within the organisation of the
living being—it cannot alter the system’s organisation “The organisation is realised
through the structure, but it is the structure that can interact and change. So long, as the

structural changes maintain the organization, the system’s identity remains” (Mingers
1995: 29).

In summary, anything that autonomously maintains itself, surviving in an environment, is a
living system, an autopoietic system.* The aim of a living system—its guidance from itself
and for itself—is to survive. It does this by conserving its identity through the persistence
of that which makes it to be what it is, that is, its organisation in a structure. The self-
production and implied autonomy of a being is what unifies the phenomenon of the living.
This insight is autopoiesis’ fundamental response to overcoming the limitations of the “list

of common and particular. Organisation/essence is about something “that looks like”; structure/existence is the
other something “that does not look like”. What “looks like” is something not physically present, but something
which shapes the understanding of the thing present. This existent, present thing “does not look like” because it has
a unique structure, that is, it is another thing—another of the same class of that which “looks like”.

%2 In contrast to autopoietic systems, allopoietic systems do not act to maintain themselves. For example, a
computer, a car, or a rock does not produce itself. Allopoietic means something that is brought forth by the
production of another (refer to Heidegger 1997:10-1, quoted at the beginning of this Appendix).
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solution”. “The greatest hindrance in the understanding of the living organization lies in the
impossibility of accounting for it by the enumeration of its properties; it must be understood
as a unity” (Maturana and Varela 1980:5).

B.2. Living Systems and Environment

Environment and living systems are independent systems engaged in a never ending
reciprocal adjustment. The ongoing compatibility of a living system with its environment,
maintaining a decisive congruence, is structural coupling. The living system is an
autonomous, structurally-determined system. “Environment and unity act as mutual sources
of perturbation, triggering changes of state” (Maturana and Varela 1992:99). Structural
coupling explains the necessary congruence between an organism and its environment. The
evolution of environment does not, as such, specify the adaptive changes that will occur in
the living system. Autopoietic systems “subordinate all changes to the maintenance of their
own organization, independently of how profoundly they [in their structure] may otherwise
be transformed in the process” (Maturana and Varela 1980:80). However, this ongoing
adaptation of a living system is not determined by the environment on its own, but by a
process of mutual changes, in the living being and in the environment.

In structure-determined systems, all the interactions with the environment should be
described as perturbations which lead to a particular compensation, dependent on the
structure of the living system. Perturbations are structural changes compatible with the
conservation of the unity. Destructive interactions are structural changes not compatible
with the conservation of the unity, because they affect its organisation. These changes
undergone in the structure of a living being—which an observer describes as movements or
actions—are its behaviour.

What the entity perceives in its environment can only perturb it to a point that triggers
compensations or structural changes. These changes are determined at each particular
instant by the structure and history of the perturbed entity. “The structure at any time
determines (1) all possible structural changes within the system that maintain the current
organisation, as well as those that do not, and (2) all possible states of the environment that
could trigger changes of state and whether such changes would maintain or destroy the
current organisation” (Mingers 1995: 30). “The nature of the effect of a particular substance
is determined not by the substance but by the organism” (ibid.:31). Each organism has its
own particular domain of interactions that can affect it.%’

Structural changes permit the living being to maintain itself, as it is in its organisation,
coupled to its environment. Changes either are triggered by perturbations ‘coming from the
environment’ or are a result from the autopoietic system’s internal dynamics. In both
situations, the change that occurs is determined internally, i.e., by the living system itself.
“The actual changes that a system undergoes depend on the structure itself at a particular
instant” (ibid.:30). What is ‘external’ is either ignored altogether, or can trigger only
internal responses—it can never determine them (Maturana and Varela 1980, 1992) or
control a pre-determined behaviour.

The perturbations of the environment “do not determine what happens to the living being,
rather it is the structure of the living being that determines what change occurs in it. This
interaction is not instructive, for it does not determine what its effects are going to be”

% Some examples highlight this issue: human beings have vision receptors that can be triggered by colours, while
the receptors in dogs’ eyes can be triggered only by the black and white light they see; bats can receive high-pitched
sounds that humans cannot hear; oxygen is vital for the health of human beings, but is poisonous for plants.
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(Maturana and Varela 1992:95-6). There can be no ‘instructive interactions’ as no
environment—be it physical or communicational—can determine its own effect on a
structure-determined system (Mingers 1995: 30). An autopoietic system only captures and
reacts to what it distinguishes in accordance with its own laws (the system’s organisational
closure) and the experiencing of its living at each moment (the system’s structural
determination). Thus, autopoietic systems do not depend for their activity on a continuous
process of incoming inputs and outgoing outputs. This does not mean that such systems are
isolated and have no interactions with their environment. Autopoietic systems are
organisationally closed but interactively open because they interact with their environment
through their structure.

Living systems either undergo interactions that repeat the way in which their circularity is
maintained, or undergo interactions that change the way in which their circularity is
maintained. From generation to generation, there can be changes—evolutionary changes
(Maturana and Varela 1980:11)—in the aspects of the organisation of the living system that
are subservient to the maintenance of their basic circularity; but the changes do not
determine the system’s organization. What changes is the way in which the system’s
organisation is maintained, not its very basic organisation which, in its turn, can change
only by disintegration or, as an exception, by metamorphosis.

The continuously self-producing system produces the components, or to be more precise
the kind or variations of components more appropriate to the evolving environment. Thus,
the structure of the entity changes because its process of autopoiesis produces relatively
different components. The more adaptable components will dominate the structure of the
unity. Thus, “continued autopoiesis will lead to selection in the organism of a structure
suitable for that environment” (Mingers 1995: 35).

There is a necessary congruence between environment and an organism’s behaviour,
because “inasmuch as the changes of state of an organism (...) depend on its structure and
this structure depends on its history of structural coupling, changes of state of the organism
in its environment will necessarily be suitable and familiar to it, independently of the
behaviour or environment we are describing” (Maturana and Varela 1992: 138):

“In the history of interactions of a composite unity in its medium, both unity and
medium operate in each interaction as independent systems that, by triggering in each
other a structural change, select in each other a structural change. If the organization of
a composite unity remains invariant while it undergoes structural changes triggered and
selected through its recurrent interactions in its medium, that is, its adaptation is
conserved, then the outcome of this history of interactions is the selection, by recurrent
or changin g structural configuration of the medium, of a sequence of structural changes
in the composite unity, which results in that the changing structure of the organism
follows the changing structure of the medium through a continued structural coupling
to it” (Maturana and Varela 1980:xxi).

The structural drift of the environment is affected by the structural drift of the living beings,
because they are always structurally coupled; they do not just exist, but co-exist. Living
beings and their environment are two structures that vary independently of each other. The
organisms can vary at each reproductive stage, and the environment changes in accordance
to its own laws and, in part, in response to the organisms that inhabit it. Environment and
living systems are engaged in “a never ending reciprocal adjustment leading to the
continued success of some groups and the dying out, through loss of autopoiesis, of others”
(Mingers 1995: 40). Evolution is this process of maintaining organisation and adaptation in
a changing environment. Structural coupling is an ever-present process and each particular
case is a result of random variations. “We can describe only a posteriori how its
transformations occurred. In the same way we would observe a drifting boat, moved by
changes in wind and waves which we cannot access” (Maturana and Varela 1992: 115/6).
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Figure B.2 represents a high-level schema of the relationships between an organism and its
environment.

Figure B.2 - Patterns of Coupling Between Living Being and Environment

Structural Coupling

stabilisation changes slowly

Living

being Environment

diversification changes abruptly

There is a necessary structural congruence between the environment and a living being,
otherwise the latter disappears. As long as the perturbation is not a destructive one, the
systems adjusts itself, maintaining its autopoiesis—it remains structurally coupled to its
environment. Yet because of the autonomous way in which this coupling is achieved,
system’s specific way of adjusting is unpredictable. There is no way for an observer to
determine how an autonomous being is to react to particular perturbations. We cannot
anticipate or forecast what path will be taken by the next structural drift of an organism.

Evolution is a result of highly complex mutually adaptive processes, among organisms and
between organisms and environment, which make sense only fom myself as I act in a
world that my action has been bringing forth. Thus, in a sense, environment is what
prevails; not as an unavoidable determinant, but as that which precedes and continues the
existence of the living being. Environment does not determine the changes in the living
system, but triggers changes that may or may not preserve the living being.

What evolves is always a unity of interactions defined by the ways in which a living system
maintains its identity. It is of no significance whether the living system is a single basic
unity, e.g. a cell, an aggregation of such unities, e.g. a multicellular organism, or an
aggregation of these multicellular compound unities “that form self-referring systems of
even higher order (insect, societies, nations)” (Maturana and Varela 1980:12). Autopoietic
system in their organisations define, predict, or specify domains of interaction in which
they can act in ways that are relevant to the maintenance of themselves. The evolution of
living systems is therefore the evolution of their cognitive domains—autopoietic systems
are cognitive systems, and life is to know, and to know is to live (Maturana and Varela
1992).

B.3. Human Beings

Human beings are autopoietic systems. All their activities, actions, thoughts, and ways of
being must satisfy their autopoiesis. We—the beings we ourselves are—are autonomous,
organisationally closed, structurally open, structurally determined, and structurally coupled
to environment. As the environment evolves, it triggers reactions, compensations, changes,
in ourselves. These changes cannot be understood from an observer’s perspective, but only
by myself as I live my life—in accordance with my own organisation and structure. The
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changing environment cannot determine changes or actions of human beings, but only
trigger their reactions.

Having said that, as human beings we have a way of being a whole that make us a unique
kind of being. We have our own type of organisation that define us as the kind of beings we
are: human. In human beings, the functioning of the nervous system, which is subservient
to the maintenance of the basic circularity of the living being’s organisation, “enlarges the
domain of interactions of the organism by making its internal states also modifiable in a
relevant manner by ‘pure relations’, not only by ‘physical events’” (Maturana and Varela
1980:13). This signifies that an organism with a nervous system has a domain of
interactions with its own internal states which acts as they were independent entities; this
corresponds to what we usually call thinking (Maturana and Varela 1980:29). It is this
expansion of the process of behaviour—that is, of the expansion of the cognitive domain—
that allows for non-physical, linguistic, interactions between two living beings.

“The orienting behavior becomes a representation of the interactions towards which it
orients, and a unit of interactions in its own terms” (ibid.:14). We can generate descriptions
of ourselves and, by interacting with these descriptions of us observing ourselves, we
further describe ourselves describing ourselves, and so on “in an endless recursive
process—this is self-consciousness (ibid.). Here lies the basis for communication, which is
“the coordinated behaviours mutually triggered among the members of a social unity”
(Maturana and Varela 1992:193). Communication takes place in a domain of social
behaviour. Biologically, “there is no ‘transmitted information’ in communication.
Communication takes place each time there is behavioural coordination in a realm of
structural coupling” (ibid.:196)—this is language. Each person says what he says, or hears
what he hears, according to his or her own structural determination; saying does not ensure
listening (ibid.).

In insects that socialise, the mechanism of structural coupling takes place in the interchange
of substances: it is a chemical coupling. “There is a continuous flow of secretions
[trophallaxis] between the members of an ant colony through sharing of stomach contents
each time they meet” (ibid.:186). Human beings have social unity based on linguallaxis, a
linguistic trophallaxis, coupling themselves to each other. The linguistic domain is the
ontogenic coordinations of actions. “The central feature of human existence is its
occurrence in a linguistic cognitive domain” (Maturana and Varela 1980:xxiv). “We human
beings are human beings only in language” (Maturana and Varela 1992: 212).%*

“The linguistic domain as a domain of orienting behaviour requires at least two interacting
organisms with comparable domains of interactions, so that a cooperative system of
consensual interactions may be developed in which the emerging conduct of the two
organisms is relevant for both” (Maturana and Varela 1980:41). Thus, our mutual structural
coupling in language does not mean we know the world, but it means that we adapt to each
other and to our environment by together specifying the world we live in. It is our history of
recurrent interactions that “makes possible our ontogenic structural drift in a structural
coupling that affords interpersonal coordination of actions; this takes place in a world we
share because we have specified it together through our actions” (Maturana and Varela
1992: 233). Thus, the world in which we are structurally coupled through language is a
world we have been agreeing upon.

Humans are structurally coupled in language. Humanness relies on this coupling. Humans
are not already human beings who afterwards couple themselves through language. What
we are is beings-coupled-in-language. We realise our individual worlds and contribute to

% Recent research into the human brain and nervous system are consistent with the idea that self-consciousness is
not possible without language as a phenomenon of recursion (Damadsio 1994, 2000; Crick 1995).
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the determination of the individual worlds of others. All human actions, however individual
as expressions of preferences (states of pleasure) or rejections (states of displeasure),
constitutively affect the lives of other human beings (Maturana and Varela 1980:xxvi).
“When a human being makes the choice of a particular way of living, apparent in his
realization of a particular set of social relations, he makes a basic ethical choice in which he
validates a world for himself and for others that he has explicitly or implicitly accepted as
partners in living” (ibid.:xxvi). The phenomenon of society relies on these explicit or
implicit choices.

The biological stabilisation of the structures of the interacting organisms that results in the
recurrence of their interactions—that is, the languaging itself—is the social dimension of
being human. Social systems are thus constituted on the basis of recurrent interactions of
human beings with other human beings. Yet Maturana (in ibid.:xxvi) went further than this.
For him, languaging is enmeshed with the basic stabilising factor of human social system,
which is the phenomenon of love (ibid.:xxiv): “the seeing of the other as a partner in some
or all the dimensions of living” (ibid.). Love is a phenomenon intertwined in/with language.
Love is in language; it is only possible in the meaningfulness of language. When Merleaw
Ponty (1962:173-99) concluded that the word is the meaning, he indicated that language is
the very grounding horizon of meaning.

B.3.1. The Individual and the Collective

Maturana and Varela (1992) define organisms as meta-systems of components with
minimum autonomy, and human societies as meta-systems of components with maximum
autonomy.

In social systems, there is a necessary adjustment between individual and community

aspects of conservation. There is a balance between individual maintenance and subsistence,
on the one hand, and group maintenance and subsistence as a greater unity that includes the
individual, on the other hand. For the group as unity “individual components are irrelevant,
for they all can be replaced by others that fulfil the same relations. For components as

living beings, however, their individuality is their very condition for existence” (ibid.:197).

This picture indicates an apparent conflict between the individual and its community.

The balance is achieved because the individual is also realised in his belonging to the
community: “the organisms through their structural coupling into higher-order unities (...)
include the maintenance of these unities in the dynamics of their own maintenance”
(ibid.:197). Thus, if the community does not survive, conserving itself as what it is, the
identity of the individual—that is, his own conservation—could be jeopardised. *°
Individuality is therefore also expressed by being a member of a group. Individuality could
be described as ‘altruistically’ selfish or ‘selfishly’ altruistic, because its expression
includes its structural coupling with the group the living being belongs to.

In social systems, “each individual is continually adjusting its position in the network of
interactions that forms the group according to its own dynamics, owing to its history of
structural couplings in the group” (ibid.:192). Any particular living being “is a member of a
social unity only as long as it forms part of that reciprocal structural coupling” (ibid.:193).
Each human being who belongs to a society undergoes interactions within the society,

% This argument leads to a relevant explanation of apparent altruistic behaviours, which are almost universal and
not unique to human beings. For example: “The behavior of the antelope that stays behind [when the antelopes are
running to hide from a predator] has to do with conservation of the group; it expresses characteristics proper to
antelopes in their group coupling, as long as the group exists as a unity. At the same time, this altruistic behaviour
in the individual antelope as regards group unity results from its structural coupling in an environment that includes
the group as an expression of conservation of its adaptation as an individual” (Maturana and Varela 1992: 197).
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which “are necessarily confirmatory of the relations that define it [the society] as a
particular social system” (Maturana and Varela 1980:xxvii). A society is thus:

“(...) generated through the interactions of structure-determined autopoietic systems
and operates as a medium that selects the path of ontogenic structural change of its
components, which, thus, become structurally coupled to it. In our case, we as social
beings generate, through our structure-determined properties, our societies as the
cultural media that selects our individual paths of ontogenic change in a manner that
leads each one of us to the structure that makes us generate the particular societies to
which we belong. A society, therefore, operates as a homeostatic system that stabilizes

the relations that define it as a social system of a particular kind” (ibid.:xxvi-xxvii).

This means that a social system is conservative and self-reinforcing system. It also means
that to be a member of a society, and to grow as such, involves becoming, and keeping
structurally coupled, to that society, i.e., in having “the structures that lead to the behavioral
confirmation of the society” (ibid.:xxviii). In the domain of human experience, this
coupling means the stabilisation of human conduct. However, human communities that
“embody enforced mechanism of stabilisation in all the behaviour dimensions of their
members, constitute impaired human social systems: they have lost their vigour and have
depersonalised their components; they have become more like an organism, as in the case
of Sparta” (Maturana and Varela 1992: 199).

The identity of each particular human being, that is, its life as lived by himself, “depends on
the conservation of adaptation of human beings not only as organisms (in a general sense)
but also as components of their linguistic domains” (ibid.:198). “The organism restricts the
individual creativity of its components unities, as these unities exist for that organism. The
human social system amplifies the individual creativity of its components as that system
exists for these components” (ibid.:199). Table B.1 indicates a spectrum comparing the
relative autonomy of different types of living system.

Table B.1 - Comparative Autonomy of Components

Minimum autonomy of Maximum autonomy of
components - - components
Organisms Social insects Sparta Human societies

Physical - - Linguistic
structural coupling structural coupling

The transgenerational stability of behavioural patterns—ontogenically acquired in the
communicative dynamics of a social environment—gives continuity to the history of a
group, through imitation and ongoing intragroup behavioural.®® Thus, cultural behaviour
arises because of social living over many generations, in which all members of the social
group aim at preserving themselves as individuals and as a community, while they are
continuously replaced as singular entities.

Social systems provide a more stable medium in which the multicellular organisms can
live, just as these multicellular organisms provide a more stable environment for the cells.
In both cases, the elements of the higher-order entity are part of a structure, which is

% Imitation is an essential and unique capacity of vertebrates, permitting a certain type of interaction that goes
beyond the ontogeny of one individual being (Maturana and Varela 1992).
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subordinated to the higher-order organisation; its components are kept together by
organisation and the potential structural variation that it allows.

In conclusion, the theory of autopoiesis enables us to support the notion that the existence
of organisms in natural drift is geared to conservation and adaptation “in an individual
encounter with the environment that results in survival of the fittest” (ibid.:197). This is
valid for first, second, and third order autopoietic systems, for all of which to survive as

what they are for themselves is what matters most (Stafford Beer in Maturana and Varela
1980:70).

The living entity—whether it is a plant, an animal, a human being, an organisation, an
industry, or a country (ibid.)—is autonomous and adapts its open structure to an
environment with which it interacts. A living entity does not change its organisation, except
for metamorphoses; it only adapts its structure. When this process of structural coupling
does not happen, the living being ends its existence, i.e., it dies. Thus, the very nature of a
living system lies in the kind of coupling it can achieve with its environment.
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Appendix C - Matching Heidegger and Autopoiesis

It is our argument that Heidegger's (1962) phenomenology of humanness and Maturana and
Varela’s theory of autopoiesis are ontologically and epistemologically compatible, and
coherent and complementary on their findings. Taken as foundations for an investigation,
such as this dissertation, they demonstrate their great potential as a unique body of theory
about the nature of human beings and their action in the world.

It is not our aim, in this dissertation, to match these two theoretical developments in depth.
Doing so, would be an enormous task not appropriate for this kind of investigation, which
above all intends to answer the question How does IT affect strategy? Our task in this realm
is twofold. Firstly, to show that the match is legitimate—that it can be done on fundamental
grounds, its result can stand up to scrutiny, and it is a consistent and sound theoretical
development. Secondly, to match effectively Heidegger’s findings and autopoiesis in
relation to the issues commonly identified as action, change, data, information, meaning,
and knowledge.

Both Heidegger’s phenomenology and the theoretical development of autopoiesis appear
against a background of historicity in which the most fundamental issue is an ontological
one. Onta logos as the disclosure of that which is, appears in Heidegger and autopoiesis
against a background in which action as such is the very initial ground.

Some of the basic Heideggerian and autopoietic core notions have been around for more
than 2,500 years, as part of the Western demand for fundamental ontological thinking. At
the same time, the notions that these theories embody have been frequently suppressed
because they contradict the background from which traditional ontology emerged.
Heidegger (ibid.) points this out in Being and Time, when promising to undertake a positive
destruction of the history of Western ontology (ibid.). There is no other way to advance in
these new realms of investigation, because much of the prevailing research—in both science
and philosophy—has been based for a long time on the specific understanding of Being as
pure presence, as beholding. This understanding of Being, put forward by Parmenides,
developed by Plato and stressed by Aristotle, closes off Being as unfolding, as “that which,
whether presently or not, presences in unconcealment” (Heidegger 1984:55). The
understanding of Being as pure presence shrinks Being’s relevance to present-at-hand and
opens up the way to identify Being with actuality:

“Meanwhile an epoch of Being soon comes in which bringing forth into
unconcealment’ is translated as actualitas. The Greek is shut away, and to the present
day the word [Being] appears only in Roman type. Actualitas becomes Wirklichkeit
(reality). Reality becomes objectivity (Objektivitdt). But objectivity must still preserve
the character of presencing if it is to remain in its essence, its objectiveness. It is the
“presence” of representational thinking. The decisive turn in the destiny of Being as
bringing forth into unconcealment lies in the transition to actualitas” (ibid.:57-7).

As we have explained in Chapter 1, in whatever pursuit man engages his understanding of
that which is in its which-is-ness is what is decisive for whatever is to be claimed.
Ontology—that is, the primary stance we take on the meaning of Being, projects itself in its
overwhelming decisiveness in all further investigations.

The understanding of Being as actualitas, as that which presents in actuality, opens a way
for a preliminary mathematisation of the world, and for representational thinking
(Heidegger 1977, 1978, 1984). This a priori mathematisation equalises the world to what

¥ Translated from the Greek of Heidegger’s original text.
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can be mathematised, ontologically opening up the word to being studied as actual. The
difference that something makes in its own being becomes the difference it makes in being
present; not the difference as such.

Heideggerian and autopoietic central notions negate the presupposition of Being as
actualitas. Instead, they point to Being as a bringing forth into unconcealment, a becoming,
a recovering the most initial meaning of presencing—making a difference in the future, in
the past, in the present. World as a bringing forth thus relies on the difference it makes, for
a being in its individuality, that there is something instead of nothing. As such, the meaning
of Being, and therefore of beings themselves, escapes actuality by contextualising itself
against a horizon of temporality and historicity.

Figure C.1 - Matching the theories of Heidegger and Autopoiesis

Heidegger Both Investigations in Full
Not done in this thesis

MATCH

« is it methodologicaly possible?
« is it paradigmaticaly consistent?

Specific themes

* action

Autopoiesis + data . Chapter 3
* information ’,'-f On Information
* meaning and Action
* knowledge -
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Appendix C

This appendix review the reasons, the legitimacy, and the possibility of the match identified
in Figure C.1, ontologically and epistemologically contextualising all the material presented
in Part II of this dissertation. The matching of the specific themes identified above—action,
data, information, meaning, and knowledge—is presented in Chapter 3, and it is the body of
theory on which our investigations into IT (Chapter 4) and Strategy (Chapter 5) are directly
based. Because for every new proposal its success is what most legitimises it, we intend to
show that this matching has the potentiality for opening up the phenomena of IT and
Strategy in ways that we can not access on the basis of more commonly used Cartesian
foundations.

At the core of the matching of Heidegger’s and Maturana and Varela’s findings is the
intellectual possibility that a background of logic and evidence will reveal that both theories
are compatible in their deeper assumptions. We aim to demonstrate this by arguing that
Heidegger’s phenomenological investigations and autopoiesis’ theoretical biology are
located in the same ontological and epistemological realms.

If we start by looking at the two diverse worlds to which the findings of Heidegger and of
Maturana and Varela intuitively belong, their matching initially show up as something
uneasy, even contra-natura.®® However, this perception is not sustained as one digs deeper

% As we are involved in a phenomenological investigation, we cannot avoid considering this match as a
phenomenon itself. What would be a first, intuitive description of the phenomenon of the matching itself? The
answer seems to revolve around difficulty, uncertainty, adversity, reluctance. Why is this? The phenomenon at
stake has three main elements: Heidegger’s findings, the theory of autopoiesis, and the matching of these theories.
The findings of Heidegger, which form our departure point, are already in the phenomenological context in which
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into Maturana and Varela’s work—after a first reading of Heidegger the match appeared to
us at once, as something evident, plain, clear, and rewarding. Figure C.2 presents a brief
scheme of the main notions and relationships that characterises this match.

Figure C.2 - Heidegger and Autopoiesis Main Relationships

Ontology
Being
as
distinction (A)
difference (H)

Same method | and conclusions

Dasein: What is the meaning of Being? Human beings: What is a living system?

H) (A)

Phenomenology
Essentialist approach (H,A)

Living
Mineness (H)
Organizational closure (A)

Human’s
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(H) Heidegger Language (H, A)
(A) Autopoiesis E:\:i (( ;I))

Heidegger addresses the question of man during his investigation of the meaning of Being.
As highlighted in section A.2. we, as we ourselves are, are the kind of being for which our
Being is an issue. Heidegger noted that Being is the is itself, and this is means that which
makes a difference for us (Polt 1999). We are beings entangled with the difference Being
makes for us. The Being of a being (Heidegger 1962), that is, the essential way in which a
being unfolds, is that which makes a difference for us (Polt 1999). In its essence, that &, in
its reduced beingness, a being is the difference. The Being of IT is the difference IT makes
for us; the Being of strategy is the difference strategy makes for us.

But how can this difference be grasped? Against what should this difference be accessed?
The answer is both surprising and evident: the difference arises between the Being of a
being and nothing. Our noting that there is also embodies the difference-ness in which our
own being arises. This difference-ness belongs to our own being, which means all beings
are beings as long as they make a difference for us; beings are beings as long as we

we are also immersed. Thus, the perturbing element when trying to grasp the essence of this phenomenon of
matching seems to be autopoiesis. Intuitively, at a first look, the biological theory of autopoiesis shows up against a
background of exactness, of the quantification and measurement of phenomena. Its biological origins, and the word
autopoiesis suggest a diverse realm of research, of reality, from that of Heidegger’s work. The word autopoiesis
was defined by Maturana and Varela(1980) to refer to the novel notions they introduced. It has subsequently shown
both considerable advantages and some weaknesses. The meaning of the expression auto is nowadays far from its
Greek origins, which meant self, self-produced or self-generated (MW). Auto is today commonly used as an
indication of automation. In contemporary culture, auto means a machine; to be precise, a complex machine such as
an automobile or an electronic device.
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distinguish them from a background in which we both are (Maturana and Varela 1980,
1992). To distinguish is to experience a difference. Thus, to be rigorous, Heidegger’s
difference is Maturana and Varela’s distinction. The difference a being makes for us is the
distinction we make of that being. These notions correspond to each other, which matches
Heidegger and autopoiesis in crucial aspects of their theories.

Although Heidegger’s findings and autopoiesis emerge from diverse paths of investigation,
they both point to the same phenomenon. Heidegger’s differences and autopoiesis’
distinctions embody the same ontology—an ontology in which living beings, and human
beings in particular, already find themselves in a world they know, have experienced, and
in which they are already distinguishing and making differences. A human being always
and already has distinguished a world in which it is thrown according to its own rules,
making, uncovering, assuming, and suggesting differences.

As human beings, we are always already distinguishing in the future, in the past, and in the
present (Maturana and Varela 1980:xx). It is in temporality that beings matter for us
(Heidegger 1962). In the world, we are the experiences we have gone through, the
regularities that have shown up in keeping us alive, the comportment we take up in order to
adapt to a world we always and already have been brought forth. This key ontological claim
belongs to both Heidegger and autopoiesis.

Heidegger’s basic description of Dasein as a being-in-the-world, although detailed at a
different level and with different intentions, is in several aspects close to the autopoietic
description of living systems as closed systems. If we ignore the specific technical
terminology of each investigation, we can verify that the notions they are pointing to are
quite similar. They both use the phenomenological concept of essence to address the
phenomena they are investigating. Heidegger refers to it as the Being of a being. Maturana
and Varela call it organisation. Both these notions point to the phenomenological concept
of essence, which, for example, can be verified in the following passages:

“We do not know what ‘Being’ means. But even if we ask ‘What is ‘Being’?, we keep
within an understanding of the ‘is’, though we are unable to fix conceptionally what
that ‘is’ signifies” (Heidegger 1962:25; italics from the original).

“We have to be aware that merely asking the question of how to recognise a living
being indicates that we have an idea, even if implicitly, of its organisation” (Maturana
and Varela 1992: 42; italics from the original).

On grounds of the phenomenological concept of essence, there is a correspondence between
the autopoietic concept of organisation and the Heideggerian notion of Being of a being
(Heidegger, 1962). Being of being is for Heidegger the beingness of Being itself, the
essence of all beings. The Being of a being is Heidegger’s articulation of the essence of a
being—that which makes an entity the being it is. This is precisely what defines the
autopoietic notion of organisation. Human being, as the kind of being that is human,
therefore must be defined by its own human essence, both from Heideggerian and
autopoietic standpoints. For Heidegger, human’s essence, immersed in being-in-the-world,
is language and care (ibid.); in autopoiesis, it is language and love. These notions unite both
theories at their most essential finding.

To Heidegger, the phenomenon of care is that which Man is. Man is the being whose
essence, in what is most fundamental for him and distinguishes him from all other living
beings, is care. This care is essentially care for Being. Care a priori unites the essential
modes of being-in—attunement, falling, and understanding—and it is ~ow man essential
unfolds in the world. For Maturana, human societies are based on recurrent interactions that
take place in languaging, which is revealed to be the social necessity on being human. For
Maturana, languaging is enmeshed in, and with, the central feature of human existence:
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love, the seeing of other as partner, the caring for others (Maturana and Varela 1980).
Language/care/love are therefore basic common findings of these investigations.

This matching of Heidegger’s care and autopoiesis’ love at a grounding level of human
beingness is a phenomenon hinted at by other thinkers of the Western world. “Love is the
essential”, wrote the Portuguese poet Fernando Pessoa (Pessoa 1982:157); “Love is life.
Anything at all that I understand, I understand only because I love. Everything is —
everything exists — only because I love. All is bound up in love alone”, concluded Tolstoi in
War and Peace (1982: Book 1V:1165).

This theme of the entanglement between care and love was presented by Hubert Dreyfus to
Heidegger himself. Dreyfus (1991) says that, in a conversation he had with Heidegger, he
pointed out that care in English has connotations of love and caring. Heidegger “responded
that that was fortunate since with the term ‘“care” he wanted to name the very general fact
that “Sein geht mich an”, roughly, that ‘being gets to me’” (ibid.:239). Figure C.3
illustrates the entanglement of essences we are referring to.

Figure C.3 - The Entanglement of Essence s

Being of being
Essence of all beings

Being of a being/Organisation
Essence of living beings

Language/Care/Love
Essence of man

Although Maturana and Varela did not mention the application of the phenomenological
method, their research approach relies strongly on a phenomenological perspective *°.
Autopoiesis is not based on new empirical work, but amounts to a substantial
reconceptualisation that takes no conclusion for granted, and accepts no results other than
those that stand up to a rigorous pursuit of consistency through logic and self-evidence—
even though that “may lead to unconventional conclusions” (Mingers 1995:5). This is
precisely the kind of approach Husserl intended for the phenomenological method, as
referred in Chapter 2.%°

% Maturana and Varela use, to a lesser or greater extent, some of the key techniques of the phenomenological
method of investigation as examined in Chapter 2: the description of the phenomenon—for the case the description
of concepts, notions, and relations that identify the phenomenon of a living being (Phase 1 of the method); some
etymological procedures (Phase 2), this time for creating the new word autopoiesis; a thorough analysis of the ways
in which the phenomenon of living systems appears (Phases 1, 4 and 5); a strict addressing of the concept of
essence, as that which is sufficient and necessary for a living being to be what it is (Phase 4); a critique of the
relationships between elements and essences in the domain of living beings (Phases 4 and 5); a challenging search
for deeper signification of what it does mean to be a living being (Phase 6).

% The word phenomenology is used only once in “Biology of Cognition”, written in 1970 (in Maturana 1980), but
the paper “Autopoiesis: The Organization of the Living”, written three years later (in ibid.), uses it about twenty
times. The word is applied mainly in a strict technical sense, which is different to the meaning the word has
nowadays, as discussed in Chapter 2.
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The study of the phenomena that pertain to living systems is what Maturana and Varela call
the phenomenology of the living, or biological phenomenology (Maturana and Varela
1980:73 ff., 88 ff., 97, 112 ff., 114). This phenomenology is a theoretical development,
which to a great extent has taken into account results of previous scientific research. In a
manner that is consistent with the rigour of the phenomenological method of investigation,
it rethinks and reconceptualises anew those findings. Autopoiesis is consistent with the
phenomenological tradition, and shows up in a path of investigation where its significance
is bounded by a phenomenological approach.®!

The matchability of Heidegger’s being-in-the-world and autopoiesis can also be verified by
applying diverse methods or techniques to access ontological and epistemological
consistency. For example, the framework of paradigms presented by Burrell and Morgan
(1979) suits this intention by classifying scientific paradigms along two fundamental
dimensions (see Figure C.4). According to this, on the one hand we have a change/stability
continuum of the world. We interpret this axis as the ontological dimension, recalling the
opposing ancient Greek theses of Heraclitus (everything is forever changing) and
Parmenides (nothing ever changes), which we referred in Chapter 1. On the other hand,
there is the subjective/objective continuum, the epistemological axis, which classifies
paradigms on the basis of the nature they claim for knowledge itself.

Figure C.4 - Framework of Paradigms
(Adapted from Burrell and Morgan, 1979)

f Change
from open to closed systems; from an outer world, to bring forth a world
<~ -~

s Heidegger R .

On to/:qg ical —— Autopoiesis 7
axis

: positivist biology

: Stability

\/

Interpretive Objective
<voonoon. EPiStEMOlogical >
axis

In Burrel and Morgan’s framework, representationism is at the extreme right and solipsism
at its extreme left. Representationism can take many forms, but all of them share a common
denominator: “that knowledge is based on acquiring or picking up the relevant features of a
pre-given world that can naturally be decomposed into significant fragments” (Maturana
and Varela 1992: 253). According to solipsism, on the other hand, we cannot access any

°! Departing from autopoietical core ideas, Varela (1991) introduced further contributions and addressed schools of
thought from non-Western philosophical tradition. He tried to put together a view of knowledge that captures the
central autopoietical—and, we should say, Heideggerian—notion of bringing forth a world. Varela calls his
approach enaction, contrasting it with the more classical proposals of cognitivism and connectionism. His use of
Merleau-Ponty’s phenomenology of embodiment as theoretical foundations of enaction helps to illuminate the
connection between phenomenology and autopoiesis (Varela 1991:3-36).
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external reality, nor can we know if there is an external reality. Autopoiesis takes a middle
way—a “via media” (Maturana and Varela 1992): there is an external world, which we can
access only on our own terms. We cannot get to know the world objectively, as the world,
but only the world we bring forth. This kind of argumentation is in line with that of
Heidegger, who added that the world always already experienced is that which is primary
self-evidence for us. Yet, that we are in the world does not mean that we know ‘objectively’
this world.

Autopoiesis comes very close to this Heidegger’s position, as Maturana and Varela intend
“to understand the regularities of the world we are experiencing at every moment, but
without any point of reference independent of ourselves that would give certainty to our
descriptions and cognitive assertions” (ibid.:241). The fundamental autopoietic change over
the theoretical apparatus of exact biology, is that cognition is not concerned with objects.
“As we know how we know, we bring forth ourselves (ibid.:244). “We who are flesh-and-
blood people are no strangers to the world in which we live and which we bring forth
through out living” (ibid.:129):
“Bring forth a world is the burning issue of knowledge. It is associated with the

deepest roots of our cognitive being, however strong our experience may be. And
because these roots go to the very biological base (...) this bringing forth of a world

manifests itself in all our actions and all our being” (ibid.:27).

Cognition is thus effective action. The circularity or connection between action and
experience, this inseparability between a particular way of being and how the world appears
to us, tells us that every act of knowing brings forth a world. “All doing is knowing, and all
knowing is doing” (ibid.:26).

Table C.1 - An lllustration of Some Corresponding Notions in Heidegger and Autopoiesis

Autopoiesis

Niche

The whole in which a living system always and
already finds itself immersed, as it is perceived by
itself.

Organisation

That which makes something to be part of a
specific class. The relations that define a unity as a
unity of a particular kind constitute its organisation.

Structure

The components and relations that actually
constitute a particular unity and make its
organisation real. An ‘actual-ness’, a ‘such-ness’.

Structural determination

What the entity perceives in its environment
triggers compensations, which are determined at
each particular instant by the structure and history
of the perturbed entity.

Identity

Organisation in a structure. The unity of
interactions, as it is experienced—from its own
perspective—is identity.

Distinction
A perturbation that a living system distinguishes
in its own niche, according to its own structure.

Heidegger

Whole
The whole of involvement and references in which
one always and already finds herself/himself.

Being of a being

That which makes a being to be what it is. The way
in which a being unfolds as what it is. An
ontological dimension of reality, a ‘whatness'—the
‘is-ness’ of a being.

A being

An ontic dimension of reality; a ‘that-ness’. A
concrete something as actual, as a ‘here’ or a
‘there’.

Throwness

The alreadyness of Dasein’s being-in-the-world.
Thrown into the world, always already with its past
projecting towards the future.

Mineness

Be-ing in the world as it ismine. Always and
already in-the-world, Dasein isin mineness as it is
what it is.

Difference
That which matters for Dasein as it is always
already living its own life.




Heidegger employs different terms in stating the positions also adopted by autopoiesis (see
Table C.1). For both theories, our grasping of the world is dependent on the historicity
within which we approach the future. When Maturana and Varela (ibid.) say that we can
only know a world we bring forth, they are arguing that we can only get to know a world in
our own terms. These own terms are for autopoiesis the mediation of our own body, and
structural coherency, and for Heidegger the mediation of our own throwness—that is, of
our tradition, culture, and past from where we come, with which we move, always and
already towards the future.

To conclude, Heidegger and autopoiesis travel diverse paths, while both addressing the
issue of what it is to be human in very fundamentally similar manners.”> We have argued in
this Appendix that their ontological and epistemological positions are consistent with each
other, that their method of investigation is phenomenology, and that the results they
achieved are fundamentally similar and/or complementary. Chapter 3 explores and
develops the matching of Heidegger’s findings with autopoiesis in the realms of action,
change, data, information, meaning, and knowledge.93

%2 The results of the research on the human genome (IHGSC 2001 and Venter et al. 2001), relying on a different
scientific paradigm, show the limits of the prevalent reductionist attitude when trying to capture that which a human
being is. Those limits are explicitly recognised in the paper of Venter (ibid.), and implicitly admitted in the paper of
the international IHGSC consortium. The way foresighted for the progress of the research, as it is proposed by
Venter (ibid.), is one of moving away from the analysis of the single genes, towards trying to capture the

interactions and relationships within the whole that a human being is. Venter (ibid.) recognise also that language
might have an ontological role in human development.

% Late in 2001 Hilary Lawson (2001) published Closure, an interesting work that might well be used in future work
for strengthening here and there the theoretical position underlined in this section.
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Part 11
DEVELOPMENT
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Chapter 3

On Information and Action
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. . 94
Information is an answer.

Ana, 6 (1998)

The study of the phenomenon of information, as such, began relatively recently. The
‘information era’ could be dated to just after the Second World War, with the publication of
the article “The Mathematical Theory of Communication” (Shannon and Weaver 1949:3-
91). The subsequent rise of the notion of information can be conceived of as “an answer to
problems that were born at just about the time the word ‘information’ was” (Borgmann
1999:9). Those problems are deeply related to the rise of science and modern technology
(Giddens 1999, Castells 2000, Beck 1992, Borgmann 1999, Walsham 2000).

Figure 3.1. - Four Paradigms on Information
(after Burrell and Morgan 1979)

A Sociology
: of radical
RADICAL
change RADICAL HUMANIST | STRUCTURALIST
Information as Information as
emancipation power
Natljre of
Society
: INTERPRETIVE FUNCTIONALIST
Information as Information as
meaning object
: Sociology
v of regulation
Subjective Objective
oo Natureof . . . . ... >
Science

There is no universally accepted definition of information. This isn’t because such a single
definition is necessary, but because there is a need to uncover the underlying assumptions

of every theoretical perspective within which the phenomenon of information is researched.

** When my daughter Ana was six, I asked her what she thought information is. She replied (in Portuguese): “a
informacao é uma resposta”.
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As referred to in Appendix C, Burrell and Morgan (1979) suggest an arrangement of
theoretical perspectives as a ‘Framework of Paradigms’ along two axes (see Figure 3.1):
subjective/objective (epistemological) and change/stability (ontological). The nature of
knowledge at the subjective extreme of the epistemological dimension represents the
positions supporting the idea that it is not possibly to know whether there is or not an ‘out
there’ world; at the opposite extreme are objectivist theories that assume there is an external
world, independent of any subjective experience. Along the ontological axis, paradigms can
embody either a sociology of regulation or a sociology of change. This framework
identifies four fundamental positions within which the phenomemon of information can be

studied: Interpretive, Radical Humanist, Radical Structuralist, and Functionalist.

Information emerges as a diverse notion, concept, or object as it is studied and developed
within any of the theoretical paradigms in Figure 3.1. From Interpretive and Radical
Humanist positions, the phenomenon of information is entangled with the phenomenon of
meaning (Introna 1997). In the Interpretive paradigm, information is understood as
meaning (Introna 1997, Boland 1983, 1991, 1993, Daft and Weick 1984). Information from
this perspective is an interpretive and subject-dependent phenomenon, relying on the
individual consciousness of the subject who experiences the world in all his historicity, and
always from the context in which he already dwells—as Gadamer (1975) said, we are our

prejudices.

The Radical Humanist paradigm shares the Interpretive notions of information and meaning,
but embodies a sociology of change when analysing issues concerned with the nature of
society (Burrel and Morgan 1979). Society is assumed to proceed on the basis of
continuous change that, as such, embodies in itself structural conflict, contradiction, and
modes of domination. On these premises, information becomes a way of emancipation
(Feenberg 1999, Introna 1996, Hirschheim and Klein 1994). Its focus is the discourse on
the process of communicative action (Habermas 1984, 1987). In the lifeworld (Husserl
1970), different subjects, groups, or communities—within their own contexts—face diverse
interpretations, arguing and struggling over whose information is valid (Mathiassen and
Andersen 1987, Markus and Bjorn-Andersen 1987, Markus and Pfeffer 1983, Bariff and
Galbraith 1978, Bjorn- Andersen and Perdersen 1980, Kling and Iacono 1984).

These situated and context-related understandings of information suffer a considerable
devaluation within the Radical Structuralist and the Functionalist paradigms. In both
positions, information is ‘objectified’, i.e., it is understood as an object. In the Radical
Structuralist paradigm, information is understood as being in the realms of power—
information becomes power (Introna 1996a, Foucault and Sheridan 1979, Callon and Law
1982, Zuboff 1988). This Radical Structuralist position regards information as focusing on
material relationships: the ones who dominate try to preserve the status quo, and those who
are the dominated try to overthrow the ruling class. Information serves the play of power

within whatever structure is in place (Introna 1997).
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Shannon and Weaver’s information theory was a milestone in the development and spread
of the Functionalist approach to information. Its focus is representation and its process is
the capturing and modelling of reality (Bell 1967, 1967a, 1976, 1980, Arrow 1984, Boisot
1995), as a way of making an effective intervention in the real world. Their theory
addresses the structure of signs and codes, without considering what they might mean.
Instead, it concentrates on the engineering problem of selecting the right message. Shannon
and Weaver’s core claim could be synthesised as arguing that the information content of a
sign is equal to the probability of selecting the correct message. As this pobability
increases, so does the information content of the signal—thus, as information increases,
uncertainty decreases. Borgmann refers to this issue as follows:

“The theory [Shannon and Weaver’s theory] suggested that the value of information

lies in its contingency, its unpredictability. To be told that the sun will rise tomorrow is

to receive no information. To learn that one has won the jackpot in the lottery is to

have great news. The trite, the hackneyed, the ordinary yield little information. What is

rare, unlikely, surprising makes for much information. What information theory

seemed to provide is a way of saying precisely just how little “little” and how much

“much” information is. The more surprising a message, the greater the amount of
information it contains” (Borgmann 1999:133).

This principle—as information increases, uncertainty decreases—underlies many of the
subsequent theoretical developments relating to the phenomenon of information,
particularly those within the functionalist paradigm. This notion is widely preserved in
mainstream information systems thinking, for instance: “Information can be defined in
terms of its surprise value. It tells the recipient something he did not know” (Davis and
Olsen 1985:30); information is “a tangible or intangible entity that reduces uncertainty
about a state or an event” (Lucas 1990:513).

To conclude this review, we recall Bateson’s (1979) maxim: Information is a difference
that makes a difference. At stake are both the first distinction made—the spotting of the
difference as such—and the second difference, which relates to the meanings and
relationships that the first difference has within the referential whole in which each one of
us always and already is involved. > Mainstream literature on information systems
distinguishes the first difference as ‘data’ and the second one as ‘information’. Meaning
and context are what distinguish these two differences, as shown in the following
illustrative definitions: [data is] “any representation such as characters or analog quantities
to which meaning is, or might be, assigned” (ANSI 1990); [information is] “data that has
been processed so that it is meaningful to a decision maker to use in a particular decision”
(Hicks 1993:675).

» According to Borgmann (1999:142-3), Charles Babbage was the first to realise the connection between difference
and information technology. Babbage in 1882 built an experimental calculator he called a ‘difference engine’,
which used a system of ten rather than two digits.
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We will show that these kinds of classification are untenable because data is already
meaningful. Such definitions hide a priori positions on the nature of information as such.

These positions do not stand up to phenomenological scrutiny.

3.1. Action as Ground

In ancient Greece, one of the ways in which action was referred to was as logos (Crane
2000). In general, logos addresses the disclosure of the subject matter, a priori understood
as decisive because of its ontological contours.”® Logos was closely connected to the
‘power of the word’ (Bible 2001b, Greek Bible Book of Genesis). This decisiveness is what
shows up when the Greek words onta and logos join in the contemporary word ontology.
As such, ontology is fundamental, i.e., it is decisive in the domain of human experience.
This means that logos is a ground for action, which is its exact translation in some passages
of the Greek Bible (Bible 2001b)°’; for example, “ei men oun dhmhtrios kai oi sun autw
tecnitai ecousi pros tina logon agoraioi agontai kai anqupatoi eisin egkaleitwsan allhlois”
(Bible 2001b, Act.Ap.19.38, Greek NT Nestle-Aland 26"; our underlining). The expression
at stake — “to have a case, to have a ground for action against” (Crane 2001) — is translated
in Webster’s Bible (Bible 2001a) by “have a matter against”, and in Young’s Bible (Bible
2001c) by “any one have a matter”. In translations of this passage in other languages we
find ideas of this meaning of ‘ground for action’, e.g. “ont des griefs contre” in French’®,

9 « thO

“hanno delle ragionni de far valere” in Italian®®, “tienen negocio con alguno” in Spanis

1

In the Latin Bible (Bible 2001) logos in this quotation is causam 91" which means the cause,

“person or thing producing effect or giving rise to something” (OPDT:107).

It is decisive to address that which is, because it reveals what always and already was
assumed as grounds for action—as the grounds of a world revealed as unfolding action.
This grounds for action, the essential unfolding of the very essence of ontology, is what
primarily and decisively opens the possibilities of action itself—ontology can be grounds

for action only because the action was primarily revealed as the grounding itself. Thus, as

% Refer to Chapter 1.

7 Entry logos in Crane (2001 — Liddell-Scott-Jones Lexicon of Classical Greek), meaning III. explanation “b.
plea,case (...) to have a case, ground of action against”.

% Literal translation of griefs: grief, grievance (WR 2001). Complete quotation: “Que si Démétrius et les artisans
qui sont avec lui ont des griefs contre quelqu'un, il y a des audiences, il y a des proconsuls : qu'ils portent plainte”
(Bible 2001d, French Bible Jerusalem Act.Ap.19.38).

% Literal translation of ragioni (WR 2001): reasons. Complete quotation: “Percid se Demetrio e gli artigiani che
sono con lui hanno delle ragioni da far valere contro qualcuno, ci sono per questo i tribunali e vi sono i proconsoli:
si citino in giudizio 1'un I'altro” (Bible 2001e, Italian Bible Act.Ap.19.38).

1907 jteral translation of negocio: business (WR 2001). Complete quotation: “Que si Demetrio y los oficiales que

estdn on €l tienen negocio con alguno, audiencias se hacen, y procénsules hay; acisense los unos 4 los otros”
(Bible 2001f, Spanish Reina Valera Bible Act.Ap.19.38).

101 < . . . g .
0 Quod si Demetrius et qui cum eo sunt artifices habent adversus aliquem causam conventus forenses aguntur et

pro consulibus sunt accusent invicem” (Latin Bible - Vulgate Version; Act.Ap.19.38; our underlining).
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part of the structure of being-in-the-world, action grounds itself ontology—ontology is a
ground for action because the world as such is previously and self-evidently revealed as
action. Wittgenstein (1969:n.110, 17e) supported this reasoning when he said: “Giving
grounds [must] come to an end sometime. But the end is not an ungrounded presupposition:

it is an ungrounded way of acting.”

A logical outcome of being-in-the-world as ontological grounds is, therefore, an
assumption that action is primary; that it precedes reflection. This primacy of action, which
has its oldest claims in Heraclitus’ thesis of a forever changing reality, is what it means to
reverse the Cartesian cogito (Heidegger 1962). Action is that which always and already is.
We are always and already acting within our own history against the background of
temporality: we are action in structural terms. Being-in-the-world—being as a verb, not a
noun (which is the meaning of Heidegger’s expression)—is essential to the who we are. In-
the-world “our basic attitude is always a practical one of doing, of acting, of having some
aim in mind” (Mingers 1995:79). Our being and doing are inseparable, and it is “our

specific mode of organisation” (Maturana and Varela 1992:49).

The modes of being we encounter in the world—the ready-to-hand and the present-at-
hand—are founded upon an always and already unfolding acting-in-the-world. We are
always already being-alongside-the-world-the-others-the-objects-and-nature, involved,
deciding, moving, choosing, going, standing, taking sides, fulfilling possibilities,
happening; in short, we are acting(being)-in-the-world. It is important to note that being-in
(Heidegger 1962) is formally indicated as a verb, and that a verb is the disclosure of an

already in place action because it points to movement, a change, a deed, a result, an action.

A verb indicates what a person or a thing does. It can describe an action (e.g. run, hit), the
occurrence of an event (e.g. raining, happening), a state (e.g., having something, appearing
something), or a change (e.g. become, grow) (OPDT:860). A verb means an action that is
occurring, or the results of an action that has happened. The verb ‘to be’ means to exist, to
live, to continue, to occur, to happen, to take place, to keep going, to come about, to remain,
to survive (ibid.:57). All of these meanings are captured in Heidegger’s and autopoiesis’

ontological positions on humanness, as presented in the Appendices.

Thus, action is pointed to by a verb. This uncovering of action by verbs is clear in The Book
of Genesis. In the Latin version of the Bible (2001), the expression used to emphasise the
power of the word is not word but verb. The Latin word Verbum signifies the Word of God:
“In principio erat Verbum et Verbum erat apud Deum et Deus erat Verbum” (Bible 2001:
Ev.Johnl.1-4). This points not only to the word as creative power, but to the verb as the
kind of word, discourse, language, enunciation that means—and is linked to—events and
actions in the world; for example: “And God said, Let there be light: and there was light”
(Genesis 3.1 in Bible 2001a). The verb indicates, lets unfold, action. The verb is language,
uncovering language’s power as an opening up of the real—“What else is the word without

meaning, without understanding, that is, without force?” (Feuerback 1994:89 fn; our
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translation). Being-in, as a verb, is thus a formal indication of an always and already

ongoing action-in-the-world.

The English word action comes from the Latin words actio, actionis, which meant “a
putting in motion; a doing, performing, acting, action, act” (Crane 2000). Action means “a
movement” and “something done” (CD). It also means energy and liveliness (OPDT:8).
Therefore, this being-in signifies all these distinctions. It is an acting that is a living
movement, thus actionin-the-world. To be in the world as man means to be always and
already acting-in-the-world. This argument has important implications. It indicates that we,
as the beings we are, are always acting without reflecting on what we are doing before,
during, or after the action (Introna and Costea 2001). In many cases we do not reflect on
what we should do, but on what we have done—trying to articulate reasons or motives to
justify a course of actions (Introna 1997). Of course, in other cases we stop acting for a
period of reflection only, when we think and analyse what decisions to make and then
choose a particular path; to some extent, we therefore analyse and then act. Yet, in this
latter case, the whole situation tends to change once action begins—we then detect new
nuances, fresh opportunities, and some threats we did not see beforehand. We always

continue to adapt the kind of decisions we make.

Having been thrown, we are always and already projecting ourselves into the future, taking
a stand in the process of having been—*I take action” (Heidegger 1962:367). Absorbed in
coping with day to day activities, immersed in ‘the they’ or in a moment of vision, for
example, managers are always acting either appropriating possibilities for being or putting
them aside. All the phenomena of data, information, meaning, and knowledge rely on these
grounds. We are always already involved, acting; the manager as such is the involved

manager (Introna 1997).

PCs, mobile phones, desks, cars, books, memos, and other devices—either ready-to-hand or
present-at-hand—presuppose a context of action-in-the-world. A manager’s dealings in the
world constitute the background on which he himself distinguishes any entity. The modes
of being of entities he encounters come from his own already acting; not from some
specific action, but from himself as action. The manager is thus action as such, and it is
from that perspective that one has to make sense of his acting. While the objects are
unavailable or occurent, the manager analyses or stares at them—that is, it takes those

specific kinds of action—while relying already in a context of ready-to-hand equipment.

The way the world is self-evident is first revealed as we live in the world—as we are
already going on in our dealings in and with the world. World, firstly and primordially,
reveals itself in the background practices in which we dwell. Being-there is an embodied
understanding of the world in-the-world. The present-at-hand is founded on this primordial
ready-to-hand that world as such already is. It is on the basis of a withdrawn world, a
ready-to-hand background, that something present-at-hand can show itself. Either modes of

being presuppose the unfolding of action.
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Since we-already-are-in-the-world, the mode of being of ready-to-hand uncovers itself as a
primordial access—which we could call knowledge—of the world in which we dwell. This
means that dealing-with is fundamental to an essential knowing of what an item is. A
manager, a consultant, a professor, a technician, or any other professional has always and
already an understanding of the world. His existence is, in each case, the possible ways for
him to be—to choose, to take, to fulfil, to disclose, or to pass over; this is precisely what it
means to be acting. The professional has already fulfilled, and has lost, possibilities. In his

throwness he is always what he has been, and as such he can never start anew.

3.2. Language as Action

Action is primary. It encompasses the being-in-the-world we are. Since man’s essence is
care and language, which are two sides of the same coin, action as primary must be
logically found in man’s essence: it is language. “Action happens in language” (Winograd
1995:123).

Living, as the living of myself, is structurally determined; we have been thrown into the
world, always already with a past. This structural aspect of human beings is, in autopoietic
terms, conditioned by human organisation, that is, by language as man’s essence. It is in
language, and through language, that humans experience the world. We do not first
experience the world, then name and describe our experiences through language. Language
is not an instrument of man. Rather, we experience a world already revealed and shaped
in/through language.
“We work out our lives in a mutual linguistic coupling, not because language permits

us to reveal ourselves but because we are constituted in language in a continuous
becoming that we bring forth with others” (Maturana and Varela 1992:235).

“[Language] was never invented by anyone only to take in an outside world. Therefore,
it cannot be used as a tool to reveal that world. Rather, it is by languaging that the act
of knowing, in the behavioural coordination which is language, brings forth a world”
(ibid.:234).

Ourselves, others, entities and nature—that is, all that we come to distinguish while beings-
in-the-world—appear against a world revealed in language. Our thoughts and experiences
are in language. Thus, it is in language that not only reflections and speech, but also our
body movements, gain their meaning, and are what they are. Language “is our distinctive
way of being human and being humanly active” (ibid.:26). Human is a be-ing that is action;

language is the human action as such.

Human languaging should not be understood as merely speaking. Languaging is an aspect
of the ever-present flow of actions, and is a mixture of words and mood. It is rooted in
cooperative practical daily activity, and is always contextual, consensual, and arbitrary.

Language arises out of the need for the social coordination of action (Maturana and Varela

141 -



1980, 1992). It is more than the correct use of arbitrary words; language is concerned with

words spoken and not spoken, with context, timing, intentions, mood, and so forth.

In language we are already acting, doing and choosing. It is only after the event that are we
capable of, or interested in, deciding whether or not to provide an explanation of what
happened. Explanations are post hoc (Maturana and Varelal992); they are a particular kind
of action, which in their structure presuppose a previous event to which they refer. Action,
as such, is always already happening as it is, in speech, in body movements, in expressions,
or in reflecting. Each particular kind of action is mainly related to itself: body movements
to body movements, speech to speech, reflections to reflections. Each one of these kinds of
actions affects the others in accordance with the structure, that is, the throwness, the moods,
the attunement of the particular human being at a concrete instant. Nietzsche (1969:65)
states this clearly: “But the thought is one thing, the deed another, and another yet is the
image of the deed. The wheel of causality does not roll between them”. All these kind of
actions are the human being. To be man is the embodiment of action in all these

dimensions.

Figure 3.2 - Language as Ontogenic Communicative Behaviour

ontogenic behaviour communicative behaviour
specific to the history which occur in social

of the individual / -~ N e, couplings
O

linguistic behaviour
which arise in an ontogenic
structural coupling between organisms
and that an observer can describe in semantic
terms

linguistic domain
of an organism is the domain of all its
linguistic behaviors.

This language-based human action is mainly consummated in couplings generated by
recurrent interactions between two or more persons (social couplings). Human beings have
communicative behaviours that stand for something other then themselves; behaviours that

constitute orientations for action, as illustrated in Figure 3.2.102

192 These behaviours are either inborn or acquired. Inborn communicative behaviour depends on structures “that
arise in the development of the organism independently of its particular ontogeny”, for instance the development of
the neocortex and the larynges, which enable us to speak. Acquired communicative behaviours depend on the
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The domain of language arises from the co-ontogenic coordination of actions of the
members of a group. The co-ontogenic structural drift that occurs as members of a social
system live together is essential to a linguistic domain. Such a domain constitutes the basis
for language; it is a learned communicative behaviour. Different communicative behaviours
arise in the ontogeny of the participant organisms, whose behaviours are contingent to their

particular history of coexistence.

Any learned consensual behaviour, i.e., any linguistic behaviour, is the consensual
coordination of action. “Language appears when the operations in a linguistic domain result
in coordinations of actions about actions that pertain to the linguistic domain itself”
(Maturana and Varela 1992:209/10). “[T]lhe object of our linguistic distinctions are
elements of our linguistic domain” (ibid.:210). Thus, languaging occurs only when the
linguistic behaviours themselves become an object of coordination. “Languaging is a
recursion of this (linguistic behaviour), i.e., the consensual coordination of consensual

coordinations of action.” (Mingers 1995:78).

When we say the word computer, we are coordinating our actions relating to what we do
while using a computer, such as writing, reflecting, and printing. In talking about the
computer, we bring it forth in a particular context, mood, and form; that is, we make a

distinction in order to coordinate actions in a particular way.

Any word—such as computer, table, book, or idea—is a distinction in language, through
which we coordinate our actions and establish a consensual domain When saying “I see the
book we are looking for”, we are coordinating our coordination of actions, which is
language in its essence. Every word is a linguistic distinction. Language is about making
linguistic distinctions of linguistic distinctions. “Therefore, to operate in language is to
operate in a domain of congruent, co-ontogenic structural coupling” (Maturana and Varela
1992:210).

Language makes possible new phenomena, as reflection and consciousness, because
“language enables those who operate in it to describe themselves and their circumstances
through the linguistic distinctions of linguistic distinctions” (ibid.). In this domain, we can
move in infinite directions because the possible states of human neuronal activity are
practically unlimited (Edelman 1998, Damasio 1994, 2000).

Recursive linguistic interactions between two or more human beings results in each one
becoming a medium for the realisation of the autopoiesis of the other. This domain is one
of interlocked behaviours, because behaviours reciprocally trigger complementary
behaviours—and human actions become coordinated to contribute to the continued
autopoiesis of each other. Moreover, the particular behaviours are divorced from what they

connote; they are symbolic, and thus are not only structure determined, but also arbitrary

“particular ontogeny of the organism and are contingent on its peculiar history of social interactions” (Maturana and
Varela 1992:207), for instance a particular language as mother tongue.
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and context dependent. They only work insofar as they reflect agreement; this is what
Maturana means by the domain of consensual action. “They rely on consensuality (rather
than explicit consensus) among those involved” (Harden quoted in Mingers 1995:78).
Before humans can become involved in agreeing or disagreeing on a particular subject, they
must previously share a form of life (Wittgenstein 1967). Language is a form of life; more

rigorously, each language is a form of life.

Since the environment and other entities do not determine particular responses but can only
trigger them, a successful message must assume some degree of correspondence in the
domain of interaction between two living beings. Maturana identifies two types of
interaction: (i) the interaction in which the behaviour of one organism leads directly to the
behaviour of another, e.g., courtship and fight; and, (ii) the interaction in which the
behaviour of the first organism orients a second organism, i.e., directs its attention for some
other interaction that the two have in common. The first case is identified as interaction and
the second as communication. Communication is fundamental to human nature because it is
the basis of our linguistic behaviour (Maturana and Varela 1980:28). “The orienting
behaviour stands for or represents something other than itself” (Mingers 1995:74), “it
points to a feature of the environment that the second organism encounters in its niche”
(Maturana and Varela 1980:28). Because behaviour stands for something other than itself,
its success depends on the common cognitive domains of the organisms, i.e. on consensual

domains and corresponding acts of communication.

An act of communication is an orientation with respect to a particular distinction within an
already shared domain of interaction. “Linguistic behaviour is orienting behaviour”
(ibid.:30). This orienting behaviour “is an action that is a description of the environment to
an organism” (Mingers 1995:74). Thus, the relationships between linguistic distinctions
constitute the meaning—“meaning arises as a relationship of linguistic distinctions”
(Maturana and Varela 1992:210).

Meaning is something a person shapes for himself in language. It is individually generated,
but can be shared by a group within communicative structural coupling. Meaning,
therefore, grounds our actions because it shows how actions, as themselves—whether body
movements, speech, or reflections—fit within linguistic behaviour. Meaning is thus part of
our domain of conservation of adaptation (ibid.), becoming the general ground where
human beings act and are structurally coupled. This was synthesised brilliantly by Merleauw
Ponty (1962:184), when he wrote: “The spoken word is gesture, and its meaning a world”.
To conclude, the word is the meaning (Merleaw-Ponty 1962:173-99).

3.3. Information as Difference

In-the-world, immersed and acting in its niche, a manager is already making distinctions.

He dwells in the familiar and notes the different. Already-in-the-world, a manager is always
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relying on a background of meaning against which he makes distinctions; that is, against
which he spots differences. These are detected in accordance with the throwness and mood
in which he is at each particular instant—the differences as such are appropriated on realms

of structural determination.

As mentioned in the opening section of this chapter, current literature usually identifies data
as entities decontextualised from appropriation by a particular person. So, typical instances
of data would include signs on a screen, a list of numbers in a report, or a memo about
performance. We believe this kind of definition cannot withstand a rigorous
phenomenological scrutiny. We claim, and will show below, that there is no meaningless
data, submitting that such an example cannot be provided. Data has meaning just as
information does. As long as there is a perturbation of the autopoietic system that is a
human being, any kind of data whatsoever has an informing character. The way in which
data already has a sense, since it was distinguished—that is, differentiated as something in
the environment—is structural determined. The sense that any data has as a distinction is
dependent on the manager himself, on his own structures and throwness at that particular

instant, not on the perspective or point of view of any external observer.

Some examples can help us to stress the relevance of this point. Our familiarity with a new
entity—whether or not it is physical—results from experiencing it, in the phenomenological
sense, many times. An unconscious induction is performed throughout this process
(Schmitt 1996:141). It is our acting and involvement in the world, our lifeworld in
Husserl’s terms, that familiarise us with objects, events, ideas, concepts, and so forth. This
familiarisation happens on our terms, that is, in accordance with the person who is

experiencing.

Sacks (1995:127) describes the case of a 50-year old person whose sight was surgically
restored after being blind since early childhood: “On the day he returned home after the
bandages were removed, his house and its contents were unintelligible to him, and he had
to be led up the garden path, led through the house, led into each room, and introduced to
each chair...” Who he was, that is, the structures of his having been, did not include visual

perception, thus he could not make sense of what he saw.

This same argument is also valid for less unusual and dramatic examples. “As newborns we
may look at a cat, but we do not perceive ‘catness’. In fact, as infants, we do not see a cat at
all, but a confusion of shapes and colors, of light and dark (...) From that point on, (...)
[we] begin to work overtime, making connections between one thing and another until a
coherent picture begins to emerge. One set of movements, patterns, shapes, smells, and
tactile sensations slowly evolves into Mom. Another set becomes the cat (...)” (Whitehouse
1999:108).

This relevance of what we have experienced, and how we have done that in relation to our

possibility of new experiences, is something we continue to testify all our life. Take a
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relatively trivial example: sometimes when we meet someone we know reasonably well
mainly from encounters in a particular context—the office or the neighbourhood, for
example—we might not initially make sense of who he or she is when we meet in a
completely different context. This occurs because the references we pick up in that context
omit the ones we intuitively use to identify the person in question. Similarly, when we do
not know a person well we just cannot recall who he or she is when we meet in a different
context; often we will not recall who that person is until we see her or him again in the

initial context in which we met.'?3

Heidegger (1962), Maturana and Varela (1980, 1992), and others (e.g., Palmer 1969,
Introna 1997, Gadamer 1975, Hoy 1978, Polanyi 1973) show that there is no position
outside history from which one can make sense of our own engagement in the world. In
order to show how meaning arises from its historical context, we introduce a technique of
interpretation—the hermeneutic circle '°* —which is explicitly or implicitly used by
Heidegger (1962, 1978), and is consistent with phenomenology and autopoiesis. The
hermeneutic circle reveals how meaning arises from new distinctions, as well as from the
involvement whole in which we are always dready in. This is evident in the above

examples.

Hermeneutics is the science, or art, that aims to answer the question: What is interpretation?
Autopoiesis, as we showed in Appendix B, is concerned with a different question: What is
a living system? A significant degree of overlap is encountered when trying to answer these
two questions. A living system is an autonomous self-interpretative being. Interpretation is
a bringing- forth, which is what life is about. The human being is thus a self-interpretative

being, a bringing forth on its own, which has a hermeneutic nature (Heidegger 1962).

The Greek word hermeneuein meant the laying-open of something which brings a message
(Palmer 1969). This Greek expression suggests the bringing to an understanding, an
overcoming of the barriers that make it impossible or difficult to comprehend something. A
correct understanding has to overcome the barriers of time, space, language, history, and
others—*“something foreign, strange, separated in time, space, or experience is made

familiar, present, comprehensible” (ibid.: 14).

Our “invariant configuration” (Maturana and Varela 1980:xxi)—the limitedness of our own
organisation—and the structure we are as a result of our throwness set the barriers that limit

a first sense of a perturbation (in autopoietic terms), or of the new text (in hermeneutics

3 . . . . .
' These cases can be very perplexing, as many of us have experienced when entering a conversation with someone

we know, but cannotnot remember who he or she is...

'% The word hermeneutic has its origins in the ancient Greek. Hermes was the wing-footed messenger God who

brought a message beyond human understanding, in a form that human intelligence can grasp. The Greeks credited
Hermes with the discover of language, which they interpreted as the medium par excellence of the process of
understanding. The ancient Greek language had several of words based on Hermes’ name, all related to
interpretation and understanding: herméneuein (to inteipret), herméneia (interpretation), hermeios (priest of the
Delphi oracle).
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terms). The message, the new text as something distinguished, is firstly accessed as

something separated, part of an environment against which it was distinguished.

Figure 3.3. - Input-Output System and Environment

\
\

As an organisationally closed and autonomous system, a person selects, interprets, and
reacts in relation to whatever it distinguishes in the environment, according to its own

identity (its organisation in its specific structure in its environment at that instant).
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A human being does not receive ‘objective’ data from the environment or from other
human beings. We access what we come across in the world in accordance with what we
essentially are (organisation), and in relation to that which we actually are (structure)—that
is, in our own terms (Heidegger 1962). Figure 3.5 above employs unique new graphical
signs to illustrate the nature of the fundamental idiosyncrasy of a being’s own identity—of

mineness.

The hermeneutic interpretative process concedes that there are limits to our ability to make
sense of all elements in the environment; however, it strives to overcome these limitations
to some extent.'® The text, that is, a new distinction, is something that needs to be brought
forth. Its meaning is not something given and ‘out there’, forever standing still. Meaning is
something that one must find in a human work, as such. '°® The human imprinting on a work,
is it is meaning. The *“‘deciphering’ process, this ‘understanding’ the meaning of a work, is

the focus of hermeneutics” (Palmer 1969:7-8).

Hermeneutics attempts to examine human works as such. It tries to take into account the
contexts where the message comes from and which the interpreter inhabits. The meaning of
a new distinction gets its first sense from the context in which we are already immersed.
There must be some level of pre-understanding (ibid.:25), some fore-conception (Heidegger
1962), to grasp any sense of the new data. Thus, to some extent, the condition for

understanding new data is to have already partially understood it.

‘IS]omehow, by a dialectical process, a partial understanding is used to understand still
further, like using pieces of a puzzle to figure out what is missing” (Palmer 1969:25). The
actual context and our history does not need to provide a full explanation of the new data,
but rather to enable a first linkage between the context and the new element. This first sense
is not yet an explanation of the new. The first grasping is the capacity to make some sense
of it. This some sense is taken into account to re-interpret the context, which opens up new
possibilities. From this re-interpreted context, further understanding of the new element can
again be gained. This circular movement is called the hermeneutic circle, and it has neither

a clear beginning nor a clear ending.

' Initially, hermeneutics was a process focused on the interpretation of religious texts. Its aim was to search for the
true meaning of the text, within its original context.

'% Natural sciences have developed methods to understand natural objects. When those methods are applied to

understanding human works, what arises can only be an understanding of works as objects—as silent, natural
objects. For exact sciences, interpretation is regarded as the analysis of a given set of data. Nevertheless, it would
also be correct to identify as interpretation the seeing and selection of the data. Aristotle (1998) situated
interpretation earlier than logical analysis. Logical analysis is interpretation, but a prior and foundational
interpretation is indeed that judgement on which a search for something bases itself. This is so because no method
can escape itself: “Method and object cannot be separated: method has already delimited what we shall see. It has
told us what the object is as object. For this reason all method is already interpretation, and the object seen with a
different method will be a different object. (...) Explanation will, certainly rely on the tools of objective analysis,
but the selection of the relevant tools is already an interpretation of the task of understanding. Analysis is
interpretation; feeling the need for analysis is also an interpretation. Thus analysis is really not the primary
interpretation but a derivative form” (Palmer 1969:22-3).
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As our understanding progresses, context becomes the text, and vice versa. “Hermeneutic
circle refers to the fact that in interpreting a text one must move back and forth between an
overall interpretation and the details that a given reading lets stand out as significant. Since
the new details can modify the overall interpretation, which can in turn reveal new details
as significant, the circle is supposed to lead to a richer and richer understanding of the text”
(Dreyfus 1991:36). From an autopoietic standpoint, this evolving understanding cannot be
said to be ‘richer and richer’, but just different. Only on the grounds of its relevance to the
survival of the being can one a posteriori draw a conclusion about the usefulness, or
otherwise, of a given understanding. This is similar to Nietzsche’s (1974:169, n.110)
observation: “(...) the strength of knowledge does not depend on its degree of truth but on

its age, on the degree to which it has been incorporated, on its character as a condition of
life”.

Figure 3.6 - The Hermeneutic Circle
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The hermeneutic circle explains how the Heideggerian referential whole (context) provides
meaning to the autopoietical perturbation (text), and how the perturbation changes the
whole in an ongoing movement. Any new element must enter the horizon of the subject on
his’ own terms, that is, in accordance with its identity and throwness—which is the

signification of the ‘in’ of the word information, as we will show below.

Autopoiesis can clarify some relevant aspects that are in question here. For instance,
consider the paradigmatic autopoietic example of the cell: “If a cell interacts with molecule
x and incorporates it in its processes, what takes place as a result of this interaction is
determined not by the properties of molecule x but by the way in which that molecule is
‘seen’ or taken by the cell” (Maturana and Varela 1992:52). The autopoietic system
incorporates the new element, or the higher-order autopoietic system incorporates the

lower-order autopoietic system, in accordance with its own dynamics (those of the higher
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order system). “The changes that occur therein as a result of this interaction will be those

changes caused by the cell’s [or higher order unity] own structure as a unity” (ibid.).

The system that includes the recently incorporated element acts as a unity to determine
what changes would take place in that system. Every new element that is captured by an
autopoietic system 1is, or might be, incorporated not as ‘what it is’, but as ‘what the
organisation sees it is’. This means the sense that a perturbation has for a person, in order
for that perturbation to be the perturbation it is for that person, depends on the person who
distinguishes the perturbation, thereby establishing a difference. In hermeneutic terms, the

sense of the new text is dependent on the context.

As soon as the new element has been incorporated into the whole, it gains a relevance
within that same whole, which determines the function of the new element in the
autopoietic system. The entity, as i was itself before the perturbation was captured, re-
accesses itself within the context of the perturbation; the text becomes the context and vice-

versa.

A new whole emerges in this way, taking into account the consequences, vast or small,
triggered by the detection of the perturbation. The kind of difference made by a
perturbation is revealed by the kind of behaviour the being takes from then on. As an
example, we would say that hearing some music might change a human being’s preferences
in music; or it might change or open diverse and, from an observer’s perspective,

unexpected actions—for instance about politics and the economic system. '*7

Perception does not consist of our grasping, or representing, an objective external world,
but it involves the operations of a closed system “which has developed a particular structure
of sensory/effector correlation through a history of structural coupling” (Mingers 1995:76-
7). “What we take as a simple apprehension of something (such as space or colour) has the
indelible mark of our own structure” (Maturana and Varela 1992:22). As human beings, we
are always specifying the world we are experiencing:

“(...) structure-determined coupling shows that all interactions that we have as human

beings, as autopoietic systems, are determined by our own structure. Things in our

environment can be triggers for the nervous system only if the nervous system can

react to them, and the reaction they get depends on the state of the nervous system. We

cannot, therefore, have interactions with anybody or anything that are in some sense
pure—they are all generated by our own nervous system” (Mingers 1995:36).

An example from The Tree of Knowledge (Maturana and Varela 1992) clarifies this aspect.
Contemporary exact science provides sound empirical evidence on the experience of seeing
colours. There is no correlation between our naming of colours and the wavelengths our
instruments identify—*“we can correlate our naming of colours with states of neuronal
activity but not with wavelengths” (ibid.:22) (Figure 3.7).

' In Chapter 4, we will return to this through the examination of a specific example.
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Hence, no information is ready- made out there in the environment, waiting to be accessed
by us. The world we bring forth, the one in which we always and already find ourselves, is
structured determined, according to who we are as a having been. This is clear in the
celebrated episode of Newton’s discovery of the law of gravity. Isaac Newton was in the
shadow of a tree when an apple fall on his head. This, we are told, led him to discover the
law of gravity. This story is often used to sugest that luck has an important role in scientific
discovery. But, just consider, how many people before Newton had apples and other objects
falling on their heads, never leading them to such discoveries as that. It took a man like
Netwon, who was a having been of many years of scientific preparation, for that event—
that perturbation—to trigger the kind of compensation that led to the discovery of the law
of gravity (Rebelo 2001). A simple fact, the falling of an apple, thus can indeed have very
different meanings and consequences on grounds of who is perturbed by that fact.

Figure 3.7 - Experiencing Colours
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This autopoietical and Heideggerian based thesis on the nature of knowledge is supported
also by Werner Heisenberg’s (in Das Naturbild her heutigen Physik) dictum in that,
nowdays, namely within the domain of quatum physics, “man encounters only himself”.
Heisenberg’s argument is directed in particular to highly technological based sciences, yet
within the context of this chapter, its pertinence to the human experience as such, pointed to
by Heidegger (1977:23, 27), hopefully is made obvious. Quantum physics, the branch of
science on which are based much of the recent developments on IT, studies the properties
of the smallest materials, the particles.'?® Particles as such cannot be studied without taking
into account the way in which they are observed — the observation is a disturbance. The
epistemological consequence of this is that the laws of nature, mathematically formulated in
quantum physics, do not apply to particles, as particles, but to our knowledge of particles
(Tijmes 1995).

This conclusion makes the representation of objective reality to evaporate—‘“we can only

objectify our knowledge of these particles” (ibid.240). Man is not only an observer of a

1% particles or waves. What is found, either particles or waves, is what the scientist was previously looking for.
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world but an author of it as well (ibid.). Thus, in bringing forth a world, “man encounters
only himself”. Nietzsche (1968:272, n.495) pointed also to this phenomenon: “We can
comprehend only a world that we ourselves have made”. Heisenberg’s conclusion was
triggered by the way in which quantum physics is essentially dependent of the
technological apparatus. This aspect, which is emphasised as well by Hannah Arendt
(1958:261)—(...) whose qualities [of the world] we know no more than the way they
affect our measuring instruments”—makes the argument particularly compelling for our

addressing of the phenomena of information and IT.

We return now to Bateson’s (1979) maxim: information is a difference that makes a
difference. The first difference is thus the autopoietic perturbation, the Heideggerian
difference between something that is captured and nothing. The second difference is the
meaning of the perturbation as it is distinguished, that is, the kind of relationships in which
the new distinction gains its references. This second difference emerges within our
historicity, our structural determination, our throwness. Information, as such, belongs to

bringing forth a world. It is enmeshed with the primacy of action.

Information can be formally indicated as the reflexive appropriation of distinctions—of
data—by a particular person when involved in activities using that data, making it present,
in-order-to achieve some result or to perform some activity. Information is an inward and
individual process of making distinctions relevant to the course of actions within our
involvement. Once a person has made an initial distinction, he gains further meanings as he
relates it to other distinctions—such as objects, ideas, concepts, issues, and © on. This
meaningfulness keeps on evolving as, for instance, a manager gets involved in a situation in
which that distinction is made present. The more this initial distinction—what we would
call data—gets into the involvement whole of the manager, the more can it be identified as

information because it informs the actions the manager takes.

The notions of data, meaning, and information are only different modes of accessing a
unique phenomenon, which is referred to as difference in Heidegger’s terminology and
distinction or perturbation in Maturana and Varela’s words. Our kind of analysis, therefore,
intends to be no more than a formal indication of a phenomenon that should be seen

primarily as a whole.

Section 3.3.1 presents a phenomenological analysis of the etymology of the words
information and data to support the claims made above regarding our theoretical

development.

3.3.1. Etymologies of Information and Data
The current meaning of information can be synthesised as: “what is told; news”
(OPDT:388). The English word information, a noun, was coined in the 14t century (MW)

and has come to have two connected meanings. One refers to the communication of
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something, for instance an event, a fact, a story—‘“the communication or reception of
knowledge or intelligence” (ibid.). The other meaning points to the gathering of data—
“knowledge obtained from investigation, study, or instruction: intelligence, news, facts,
data” or “a signal or character (as in a communication system or computer) representing
data” (ibid.)

The essence of the phenomenon of information, according to Boland, is revealed to us in
the word itself—“The essence of information is revealed to us in its name. Information is
an inward-forming” (Boland 1983:363). This inward-forming is suggested n the above
definitions, for example in expressions such as knowledge, intelligence, investigation, or
study. The meaning of inward-forming comes from the Latin origins of the word
information—in-formo (Crane 2000; Cunha 1982:436, 364, 429).

According to Crane (2001), the Latin verb in-formo, which joins the expressions in and
forma, means “to give form to a thing, to shape, form, mould, fashion (...) To form an idea
of a thing, to represent, sketch, delineate (...) To inform, instruct, educate”. The verb formo,
to which the noun forma is related, means to shape, to fashion, to form, to adjust, to
regulate, to dispose, to direct, to prepare, to compose. Forma, a feminine noun, means
“form, in the most comprehensive sense of the word, contour, figure, shape, appearance”.

In general, it means shape, form, nature, manner, or kind.

Form has been an English word since the 13"™ century. It has its origins in the Middle
English forme, which in its turn has its roots in that Latin word forma. Form has nowadays
a plurality of meanings. Amongst the most used and relevant for our purpose, are the
following: “the shape and structure of something as distinguished from its material”; “a

2 3

prescribed and set order of words”, “a manner or style of performing or accomplishing

29 6

according to recognized standards of technique”, “an orderly method of arrangement (as in

2 3

the presentation of ideas)”, “a manner of coordinating elements”. In its transitive sense, ‘to
form’ means “to give a particular shape to”, “to model by instruction and discipline”, “to
arrange in order”. The intransitive sense ‘to take form’ means to “come into existence”

(MW).

This tracing back of some original meanings of the word information discloses the notion
of a thing, or idea, that receives a form, a shaping, or a contour. The Latin word informare,
from the verb in-formo (Crane 2001), “as Cicero (106-43 BC) used it, meant to impose a
form on some thing, particularly on the mind, in order to instruct and improve it”

(Borgmann 1999:9). All these notions point to the idea of a certain arrangement or order.

At this point, we need to raise the question of how, and by whom, this form is achieved.
The answer lies in the way the Latin word informare includes the Latin in. In is a Latin
preposition akin to the Sanskrit an and Greek en—used above in the expression en heautoi
as part of our discussion of the origins of the word autopoiesis (Heidegger’s 1977:10-1 in

Appendix B). In means “within, on, upon, among, at, into, to, towards”. It “denotes either
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rest or motion within or into a place or thing” (Crane 2001). The English preposition ‘in’
comes from this Latin root and is used ‘“as a function word to indicate inclusion, location,

or position within limits” (MW).

The in of information thus means that a form, a shaping, a contour, is imposed on a thing or
an idea. In a more general sense, a form or contour is imposed on a difference. This
difference, distinguished from the environment, is brought in/into that which imposes those
same contours or that form; the being who captures the difference is the entity that is the in.
It is the human being who, while perturbed by a distinction, brings the new element that
was distinguished “within [the] limits” (ibid.) he himself is—that is, within his organisation
and structure. A form derived from within is therefore imposed on a distinction. These
limits are thus bounded by throwness. Information is the bringing forth of the sense of a
distinction, through a process that is, strictly speaking, organisationally dependent and
structural determined. From a hermeneutic standpoint, the limits are the context on the

grounds of which a new element comes to be distinguished and gets a first sense.

To grasp this phenomenon fully, we now examine the etymology of the word data. It has
been part of the English language since the 17" century. It comes from the Latin, where it
was the plural of datum (MW), which means what is given: “to give, offer, convey, offer,
donate, furnish” (LEDH 2001).

The Portuguese language still preserves this characteristic of something given in the word
data. The word data is translated in Portuguese as dados, which is also a form of the verb
dar—meaning to give. Data is not only something given, but it is essentially given. It is
something we access, obtain, get without effort; data comes to us, as something given:
“data is plentiful and easily available” (H. A. Gleason, Jr., quoted in MW). Data is the
difference a being distinguishes from its environment as such. This notion of data, at its
fundamental level, is equivalent to the idea of being. The ontology on which this
investigation is based assumes being (to be) as the difference, either in present actuality, in
the past or in the future. Data is given, comes to us, much in the sense that Heidegger

referred to the way that “being gets to me” (in Dreyfus 1991:239).

Nowadays, with the worldwide spread of IT devices, this given-ness of data supports its
utilisation as ‘“factual information (as measurements or statistics) used as a basis for
reasoning, discussion, or calculation” (MV). This factual information, “information in
numerical form that can be digitally transmitted or processed” (ibid.), is thus that which is

given. As such, data is part of our dealingness in- the-world.

This analysis raises a question about whether it points to a recognition that the notions, the
distinctions, of data and information are synonymous. The answer is both yes and no. We
recall that a distinction is always a distinction for someone already immersed in a whole of
references (Heidegger 1962), engaged in his own life, involved in-the-world, aiming at

something (ibid.). Always-and-already in the world, anything a person can distinguish from

154 -



a background already has some sense. Thus, from the perspective of the living being as it

lives its life, both data and information are always an inward- forming.

In fundamental terms, there is no difference between data and information, as both are
meaningful because they were distinguished from their backgrounds. However, we have
identified differences between them because they were revealed in their differenceness, and
they were inwardly formed by the being’s own access to them. So, from a theoretical
perspective, keeping in mind the unity of the phenomenon, it might be useful to distinguish

these notions.

A subtle distinction should be highlighted here. Human beings are self-observers. As such,
we observe the behaviour of ourselves performing the kinds of reactions triggered while we
act immersed in an always and already capturing of differences. Thus, from an observer’s
standpoint—even if the observation is a self-observation—a more strict signification of the
inward- forming is its relevance to a particular course of action. The being itself relates its
behaviour to the particular form, shape, or contours of some specific distinction he has
made; the captured difference stresses its inward nature as it is a forming, a specific
intentional involvement that the being takes as relevant to his own life. From this

perspective, the difference is appropriately called information.

Data is the kind of difference whose fundamental meaning relies on its givenness. It is the
difference that is given as such. Analysed from this perspective, data does not necessarily
affect the current behaviour of a living being, from the point of view of an observer or self-
observer. Data is strictly that which is given. Taking into account the above description of

information, data thus can be said to be decontextualised information.

On the other hand, information is the kind of difference whose fundamental meaning relies
on its forming nature. It is the difference formed inwardly in a meaningful manner that
affects the current behaviour of the living being as testified from the perspective of an
observer or self-observer. Information is thus mainly that which is formed. So, from an ex
post perspective, data is fundamentally given and information is fundamentally formed.
These notions arise against the grounding criterion of action. The difference is formally
indicated as information or as data in terms of the course of action in which a manager, for

example, is involved.

With these distinctions in mind, we will conclude this etymological discussion by clarifying
the notion of meaning already touched upon in the above argument. In our always and
already involvement in the world, entities show up to us already referring one to another.
Their showing up is essentially their referentiality. Differences are the showing up of
something as something (ibid.). An entity is its relationships with other entities. A
difference must have a sense that enables it to be the difference it is. This first sense of the
new hermeneutic text or element—or the first grasping of an autopoietic perturbation—is

the meaning of the difference.
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That something has meaning indicates a relationship between it and another something.
This relationship is disclosed in terms of our involvement whole. It is our involvement
whole, the world of references and involvements that we are, that gives meaning to what we
distinguish. For a distinction to be a distinction, therefore, it must already have meaning.
Data as it is distinguished already is meaningful. Its meaningfulness, that is, its sense, is

precisely that which enables the operation of distinction.

Meaning is the references and assignments of a distinction. Meaning is the sense that a
distinction has to have in order to be a distinction. Meaning is already there, in-the-world,
and we cannot decide on what such and such means or does not mean to us. “Meaning is
that wherein the understandability of something maintains itself—even of something which
does not come into view explicitly and thematically” (ibid.:370-1). So, there is no
meaningless data, as Introna (1997:3-5) also argues. “Just as we do not see pure
meaningless sense data which then must be interpreted, so we do not hear pure meaningless
sounds” (Dreyfus 1991:218). “We hear the door shut in the house and never hear acoustical
sensations or even mere sounds” (Heidegger 1971:26). “What we ‘first’ hear is never noises
or complexes sounds, but the creaking wagon, the motorcycle... It requires a very artificial
and complicated frame of mind to ‘hear’ a ‘pure noise’” (Heidegger 1962:207). In-the-
world, the things themselves, in their meaningfulness, are much closer to us than all

sensations (Heidegger 1971:26).

“Everything has meaning” (Merleaw-Ponty 1962:xx), because to be distinguished is
precisely to enter the grounds of meaning. Logically, an example of meaningless data
cannot be provided. When managers refer to ‘meaningless data’, they are just stating that
what they were given is not what they are seeking, in terms of the kind of behaviour in
which they are engaged; a contrario, this analysis highlights that information reveals itself
as the right data for the course of action foresighted in advance. The inward formation of
information is thus driven by action. The appropriation of data in its usefulness, in our
engagement in the situation, informs us about specific courses of action or decisions which

could be taken.

The unfolding of action happens in two ways: either while the manager is fully absorbed in
his activities when he is dealing with available information; or while he first thinks about,
and analyses ocurrent data before deciding what specific action he will take. The meaning
of information, that is, its relevance in terms of action, is embodied by the manager as he
relies on it within a background of intelligibility to act and perform in-order-to achieve
some result for-the-sake-of being a good manager, or of getting a good evaluation from his

superior.

In-the-world, information is thus the realisation of the meaningfulness of data in the
situation. It is an action-based making present of the sense of the distinctions within the
referential whole in which we dwell. By making present data, a manager-in-the-world, in a

situation, within a projection he himself is, opens possibilities that makes sense for who he
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is, as a having-been. As he uses data to perform some activity, he gets into an in-order-to
and data informs his actions; as this data is relied on in action, it can be referred to as
information. The making present of data—what information is—receives its meaning from
the taking up of a possibility for being. Data shows up as the right data for the relevant
course of action; for the course of action that is meaningful for the manager as he lives his
life. Information thus receives its meaning from the primordial understanding of Being that
Dasein itself is: a ceaseless chooser, on accounts of what he has been and what he is

projecting himself to be, taking informed action.

This analysis is supported by a further twist in the etymology of the word information. To
the Latin words in and forma, the English word information joined the suffix -ation, which
has its origins in the Middle English —acioun. This comes from the Old French -ation,
which in its turn comes from the Latin -ation, -atio. These Latin expression meant action or
process (MW). Actio, actionis meant “a doing, performing, acting, action, act” (Crane
2000). Thus, action is the meaning pointed to by joining the suffix -ation to the expressions
in and form; this in-form-ation indicates an action that informs. This action that informs has
its ontological meaning in that action as such in the ground on the basis of which data
informs. Data informs because action is the ground. Thus, information gets its meaning
from and is directed to action. Action is therefore the initial criterion for a distinction to be
distinguished. It provides the grounding that makes it possible to distinguish something as

something—that is, action as such is the ground, the onta logos.

To conclude, information can be formally indicated as data grasped from the action nature

of the situation. It is the actionation of data.

3.4. Knowledge as Instinct

Already acting, we always make sense of a world that matters to us. We do not come to
understand the world by reflecting on it, but rather we already understand it in our already
ongoing action, in-order-to, for-the-sake-of-which. Our understanding of the world, that is,
our knowing how to be in the world, is that which distinguishes us in our essential way of
being—*“In ordinary language we... say ‘He understands how to handle men’, ‘He know
how to talk’. Understanding here means ‘knowing how’, ‘being capable of’” (Heidegger
1985:298).

This knowing how is our ability to cope in the world—it is not a knowing that, a capacity to
explain this or that. To understand something has the meaning of ‘being able to manage
something’, ‘being a match for it’, ‘being competent to do something’ (Heidegger
1962:183). Since action is where it is grounded, understanding means understanding-how-
in-action. Thus, understanding reveals the world as the primary ready-to-hand entity; as

such, this primary readiness-to-hand is embodied knowledge.
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The ontological status of understanding needs to be clarified by contrasting the two
different meanings of the verb to know: knowing how and knowing that. To know that is to
be able to put what is understood into words, to describe it or to explain it (in the common
meaning of the words describe or explain). For example, I can explain how a F1 car
functions—each item that constitutes it, how the items relate to each other, what the
machine can do—although I might not be able to drive it properly. Yet I might be able to
drive the F1 car properly even if I might not be able to give a description of the machine
and of its usage. In the former situation, I know that despite having a poor knowing how; in

the latter case, I know how, although I perform worse in knowing that.

This knowing how is previous to articulation and to reflection. “We are always already
experiencing and acting in the world before we ever question or explain an experience”
(Mingers 1995:94). Only because we already understand the world can we make assertions
about it. As Polt (1999:68) notes: “propositions are not a good clue to the essence of
understanding, because we must already understand things before we formulate
propositions about them (...) More fundamental than any assertion we may make is our
ability to do things in the world in the first place.” Thus, in-the-world, already acting, we

accept explanations according to criteria that fit our praxis of living.

We always have a knowing how of being-in-the-world. As we find PCs, mobile phones,
TVs, cars, and other entities in the mode of ready-to-hand, we enter a knowing how of these
entities, that is, we understand them— “understanding a [computer] at its most primordial
means knowing how to [compute] ” (Dreyfus 1991:184). IT devices—hardware, software,
or even concepts—are things to be used, as “(...) things are objects to be treated, used,
acted upon and with, enjoyed and endured, even more than things to be known. They are
things had before they are things cognized” (Dewey 1929:21). To have something, while
acting with it, using it, or engaging ourselves with it, means to know it; the contemporary
meaning of the verb ‘to have’ includes this ‘to know’ (OPDT:342). As we experience the
world, we know the world. Whenever we reflect upon something, we always assume
another something in which we base ourselves, in which we dwell. Knowing that is based

on a knowing how, in the sense that “knowing presupposes dwelling” (Polt 1999:48).

Our beliefs and explanations are judged valid if they satisfy us according to criteria we
assume are appropriate and pragmatic, “rather than by virtue of being true or false”
(Mingers 1995:93). Validity, and to some extent the whole idea of truth, depends on
ongoing structural coupling, as Nietzsche suggested a century earlier: “The falseness of a
judgement is to us not necessarily an objection to a judgement (...) The question is to what
extent it is life-advancing, life-preserving, species-preserving, perhaps even species-
breeding” (Nietzsche 1990:35, n.4). Explanations are secondary to the actual praxis of

living; they occur within it and they feed back into ongoing behaviour.

The cognitive experience—knowing how and knowing that—involves the knower “in a

personal way, rooted in his biological structure” (Maturana and Varela 1992:18). Different
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states of neuronal activity are triggered in each human being by his singular structure at
each instant, being their sources either ‘external’ or internal—“perception should not be
viewed as a grasping of an external reality, but rather as the specification of one" (Maturana
and Varela 1980:xv). The interactions which a manager or organisation undergoes are not
determined by some kind of linear process. Instead, the interactions are reciprocal
perturbations between the entity and its environment. The others, things, descriptions,
nature, involvements, and references only trigger actions by the manager or by the

organisation; they do not specify the actions.

In our ongoing structural coupling with the environment, there are no 'causal relations'—
this notion refers to the domain of descriptions, not to the domain of acting. As structural
coupling goes on—as the manager keeps on managing, and as the organisation keeps on
performing—we adapt to the environment rather than know the environment, in the
common sense of the verb to know. This adaptation in action is the knowing how to live; it
is to live as to know—*“all doing is knowing, and all knowing is doing” (Maturana and
Varela 1992:26), that is, knowledge is action (Maturana and Varela 1980:xxii, 119;
1992:29-30, 244, 248). Since action is the ground, to know is to live, and to live is to know.

We survive only as long as our living is congruent with our environment; it is in this way
that we know how to live. It is this congruency that allows the recurrent interactions to
persist, because they are meaningful to the entity. The relevance of a given conduct or a
particular behaviour in which the living being engages is always based on the past—‘“the
present state is always specified from the previous state” (ibid.:27). A living being keeps
itself alive in knowing what works—‘it functions always in a predicative manner: what
happened once will occur again. Its organization (genetic and otherwise) is conservative
and repeats only that which works” (Maturana and Varela 1980:27). Human beings are
continuously immersed in a network of interactions, the results of which depend on their
history of what has worked or not. Human beings are embodied historical systems, in which
effective action leads to effective action. It is this circle of acting and knowing that
characterises “our becoming, as an expression of our manner of being autonomous living
systems” (Maturana and Varela 1992:241). What has worked is thus repeated without

notice because it is the way things should be.

Every distinction, every meaning we encounter in our everyday coping in the world, is
based on a background of intelligibility revealed in our social history. In-the-world, we are
firstly attuned by our own pre-rational familiarity with the world and the millennia of our
cultural and philosophical tradition (Polt 1999:67), which we embody and take for granted.
“That whole kit bag of regularities proper to the coupling of a social group is its biological
and cultural tradition. Tradition is not only a way to see and act, but also a way to conceal.
Tradition consists of all those behaviours that in the history of a social system have become
obvious, regular, and acceptable. Since they do not require reflection to be generated, they
are invisible unless they fail” (Maturana and Varela 1992:246).
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We recall Sacks’ (1995:127) account of Virgil’s recovery of sight: “As Virgil explored the
rooms of his house, investigating, so to speak, the visual construction of his world, I was
reminded of an infant moving his hand to and fro before his eyes, waggling his head,
turning it this way and that, in his primal construction of the world”. This is a strong
example that helps to uncover the ways in which tradition—that is, behaviour, practices,
and meanings—gets established by developing an embodied meaning of the world. Our
background of intelligibility, embodied as we become Dasein, is the initial reference, the
historicity that grounds the meaning we find in things in our daily coping in the world. We
do not decide the meaning of the world we have already found, but rather the world is

found because it shows up meaningfully.

The circularity of our way of being is thus an inductive system, in which whatever has
worked leads the action. Involved, coping with entities in-the-world, we respond in the
situation on the basis of the readiness of the world. “One responds on the basis of a vast
past experience of what has happened in previous situations, or more exactly, one’s
comportment manifests dispositions that have been shaped by a vast amount of previous
dealings, so that in most cases when we exercise these dispositions everything works the
way it should” (Dreyfus 1991:68).

One responds by making present information on the basis of the readiness-to-hand of the
world, as revealed in our involvement whole. Information grounds its essence in action in
that actions transparently follow actions informed by the readiness-to-hand of the vast past
experience of what works, which we ourselves embody (Maturana and Varela 1992, Varela
et. al. 1991). This insight clarifies this chapter’s opening quotation from my daughter Ana,
in that ‘information is an answer’. It is an answer to our always ongoing non-thematic
coping in-the-world; it is how one responds to the non-thematic, embodied, and ever-
present question of what to do next? This analysis is strengthened by Ana’s responses when
I asked her: ‘To what question is information an answer?” She has always started her
clarifications by appealing to concrete examples of human action. Information is
instinctively disclosed in its readiness-to-hand when a person acts non-thematically
according to what has worked, that is, not reflecting on the action—not so much of being
aware of the self, but just of the situation. This instinctive disclosure of information’s
readiness-to-hand is knowledge.

Knowledge is a direct, non- mediated, access to the world. To know is “to perceive directly:
to have direct cognition” (MW). Knowledge is immediate, not dependent on any other
activity or operation; knowledge is the way we work, relying on the congruency between
our structures and environment. Knowledge is, to some extent, the making present of data
that information is without the ‘making’ because it is information already there, embodied.
Knowledge is the presencing of information in us, as already acting beings. In its readiness-
to-hand, knowledge—as a knowing how revealed in action—belongs in the background.

Knowledge is that on the basis of which a distinction gains its meaning; it is what we rely
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on to perform some activity, or to distinguish a new element. In hermeneutic terms,
knowledge is the context. From an autopoietic standpoint, knowledge is the living being

itself, as it is, alive. %

Our claims regarding the frequently used notions of data, information, meaning and
knowledge are summarised in Table 3.1.

Table 3.1 - Data, Meaning, Information, and Knowledge

+ FOREGROUND + REFLECTION

Data A distinction from a background.
A perturbation of the living being.

1 Meaning The references that enable a distinction to be 1
distinguished; its sense.

Information The making present of data.
! L . !
The appropriation of data by action.

Knowledge Ready-to-hand information.
+ BACKGROUND Embodied presencing of information. + ACTION

Here, we should recall that the phenomena of living and knowledge—as they are what they
are in the world—are united. The notions of data, information, meaning, and knowledge
serve only as ways into the whole that is this phrenomenon. When specifying these notions,
our intention is to provide a formal indication of particular kinds of experiences and, as
such, to try to gain fresh insights into the richness of references that constitute the

phenomenon of human action.

In trying to uncover how these notions relate to each other, one might start by asking how
does data become knowledge. The answer is that in-the-world knowledge comes first. Any
distinction can be grasped—established within an horizon of meaning—only because the
living being already knows how to relate/distinguish the distinction. The person who
identifies data is already in knowledge. Data appears only against a background of
knowledge. The kind of data that might appear is dependent on the type of knowledge that
constitutes the background; that is, what we know constrains what we might detect anew.
Those distinctions we could possibly come to spot are limited by what we know, as we are,
at each moment. Thus, what we distinguish is dependent on what we have distinguished.

The way in which this dependency works is exhibited through the notion of information.

As a manager counts on data to perform some activity, we can say that data informs his
actions. Information is the right data for the course of action undertaken Action is an
appropriation of data, whether it is body movements, speaking, reflecting, or deciding. The

relevancy of data for a manager’s actions, that is, for the meaningfulness of his behaviour

"% Besides Heidegger (1962) and autopoiesis, this position finds fundamental support in others texts such as
Polanyi (1973), Wittgenstein (1967), and in the Oriental tradition of the Oneness between the self and world
(Nonaka 1995:27-32; Buddhist Scriptures 1959).
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for himself, is incorporated into the vast experience that he is at each moment. The way
data is non-thematically perceived by the manager to have worked could confirm his
intended behaviour; or, it could raise doubts, more or less radically, about that same
behaviour. When doubts arise, a manager’s structure changes in autopoietic terms; the
manager learns, and the meaning of the data that triggered that changing/learning behaviour
opens new possibilities for him to act. From then on, relying on information that changed
him, the manager is able to distinguish what previously he was unable to, because he did

not have the structures to spot new kinds of differences.

Let us consider a manager trying to decide whether or not to launch a new fast-food product.
From the data he has, he knows that the chances of succeeding are 50/50. He decides to try
to improve these chances by digging deeper into the data, trying to get new relations, new
connections. Suddenly, he noticed that his main competitor had launched successful
products only when the temperature was rising. So, he re-analyses his data and discovers a
90 per cent rate of success for all the company’s new product launches during periods of
good weather when the temperature was high. He is now informed about what to do, and
has learned something that will affect his actions from then on. This new difference enables
him to act in a different manner. When he next analyses similar situations, he will probably
recall this distinction. And when he has done that enough times, his actions will take into
account that difference without even recalling it explicitly. In this way, information has
become instinctive; it has become knowledge, and is now part of the manager’s vast past

experience of what works. As such, knowledge works without requiring reflection.

Figure 3.8 depicts a continuum of the relationships we have presented so far in this section,

from our beingness in language to the environment.

Figure 3.8 - Action/Knowledge In-the-World

language
action
knowledge
information
distinction

environment

In-the-world we are experts in acting. Intuitively, we repeat what worked—this is what we
know best. “We are not databases stocked with trillions of propositions that orient us in life.

Oriented living comes first” (Polt 1999:69). Understanding the world, some actions
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immediately show up as doable, as making sense, and others as not. Whatever doesn’t seem
to work, either because it did not work before or because it counters what has worked,
shows up as non-feasible ways of acting (Dreyfus 1991:185). On the other had, anything
which has worked has shaped our structures, moulded our disposition, affected our
attunement—as such, it has opened specific possibilities for us to act in the future. The
structural congruence that leads the manager to repeat what has worked is the instinctive
behaviour to maintain himself as what he is for himself: projecting and articulating
possibilities into the future. This aspect is crucial, as it shows that knowledge gets it
primordial meaning from the future. In short knowledge is grounded on the need of the

living being to keep itself alive as what it is—maintaining its identity.

“Dasein has, as Dasein, already projected itself; and as long as it is, it is projecting”
(Heidegger 1962:185). The manager is an issue for himself, he has to be what its
possibilities open up for him. He is always involved in something in which he takes a stand,
he chooses, he goes along with the others, he withdraws, he goes this or that way. He
always and already understands himself in terms of possible ways to be. “I’'m a manager”
means that this is a way in which I am meaningfully in the world. The possibility of being a
manager is something important I took on for myself. The person who is a manager
understands himself and world, to a greater or lesser degree, in terms of that seized-upon
possibility. He approaches things, for the most part, as a manager—as someone who knows
how to manage. This is much more of a determinant of future outcomes than any plans
(Polt 1999). Intentions and plans are a derivative understanding of who he is, always

formed on the background of being a manager.

Action, data, information, and knowledge are entangled in the ways referred to above.
These notions are devised to help us to grasp the essential circularity of action and
knowledge. ‘{T]his connection between action and experience, this inseparability between
a particular way of being and how the world appears to us, tells us that every act of
knowing brings forth a world” (Maturana and Varela 1992:26)—“[tJo know is to be able to
operate adequately in an individual cooperative situation” (Maturam and Varela 1980:57).
Knowledge is thus our instinctive embodied disposition, tendency, pattern of behaviour,
grounded in our vast experience of what has worked, and directed towards a successful
adaptation to our environment. In its essence knowledge is instinct. This claim, corollary of
our argument in this section, is supported by Nietzsche’s (1974:85) insight in that “[t]o this
day the task of incorporating knowledge and making it instinctive is only beginning to

dawn on the human eye” (italics from the original).

3.5. Recapitulation

In Chapter 1 we identified and established the contours of the guiding question of this

investigation: How does IT affect strategy? We claimed also the need to make explicit the
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ontological and epistemological assumptions of the investigation. This opened up a way for
a phenomenological account of IT and strategy against an ontological background based on
Heidegger’s (1962) findings and on the theory of autopoiesis, which were thoroughly

reviewed and matched in the Appendices of Part I of the dissertation.

In Chapter 2 we introduced phenomenology, characterised its key concepts, and presented
the method of investigation to be applied in Chapter 4 to IT, in Chapter 5 to strategy, and in
Chapter 6 to the relationships between IT and strategy.

In this chapter we match and develop the theoretical foundations of this investigation,
Heidegger’s (1962) findings and the theory of autopoiesis (Maturana and Varela 1980,
1992), in respect to issues particularly relevant to this investigation, namely action,

meaning, data, information, and knowledge.

We show that action is the primary ground. Because ontology is revealed as grounds for
action, action as such comes to be revealed as the grounding itself. The world as such is
previously and self-evidently revealed as action. This primacy of action encompasses the
being-in-the-world we are, and therefore it precedes reflection. The way the world is self-
evident for us is first revealed as we are already going on in our dealings in and with the

world. Action is that which always and already is.

This world of action firstly reveals itself in the background practices in which we dwell.
The modes of being we encounter—the ready-to-hand and the present-at-hand—are
founded upon this always and already acting-in-the-world. We are always already involved,

choosing, going, standing, taking sides, and fulfilling possibilities.

Since man’s essence is care and language (Heidegger 1962), which are two sides of the
same coin, action as primary is logically found in man’s essence. Living, as the living of
myself, is a have been thrown into the world. This structural aspect of human beings is, in
autopoietic terms, conditioned by human organisation, that is, by language as man’s

€ssence.

In language we are in-a-world that is meaningful for us, because meaning itself is
something we shape for ourselves in language. Meaning grounds our actions because it
shows how actions fit within linguistic behaviour. Information belongs to this bringing
forth of a world in language. It is enmeshed with the primacy of action. It is the difference
that makes a difference (Bateson 1979). The autopoietic perturbation or the Heideggerian
difference gains its meaning as it is distinguished by reference to the relationships it holds

to other differences.

Information is formally indicated as the reflexive appropriation of differences, of data, they
make a difference to us while involved in activities and using that data in-order-to achieve
some result. In-the-world, information is thus the realisation of the meaningfulness of data.
Data informs actions. Information is an action-based making present of the sense of the

distinctions within the referential whole in which we dwell. In information a manager-in-
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the-world opens possibilities that make sense for who he is. Information thus is grounded

on the primordial understanding of Being that Dasein itself is: a ceaseless chooser.

Human beings are embodied historical systems, in which effective action leads to effective
action. It is this circle of acting and knowing that characterises us. What has worked is
repeated without notice because it is the way things should be. In-the-world we are experts
in acting. Intuitively, we repeat what we know best. Understanding the world, some actions

immediately show up as doable, as making sense, and others as not.

When we act non-thematically according to what has worked, information is instinctively
disclosed in its readiness-to-hand, and it can be indicated as knowledge. Knowledge is the
way we work, relying on the congruency between our structures and environment. It is a
direct, non- mediated, access to the world. Knowledge is grounded on the need of the living
being to keep itself alive as what it is—maintaining its identity. Knowledge is thus our
instinctive and embodied disposition, grounded in our vast experience of what has worked
and directed towards our successful adaptation in and to the world. In its essence,

knowledge, that is, ready-to-hand information, is instinct.
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Chapter 4
On Information Technology
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I am a technician, but I only have technique within technique.
Apart from this I am crazy.'"’

Fernando Pessoa (1888-1935)

A major part of our lives is entangled with IT devices. It is evident that both industrial and
information technologies are now a fundamental part of our lives. “For all of us, the
arrangements, devices, and machinery of technology are to a greater or lesser extent
indispensable” (Heidegger 1966:53). This indispensability has increased enormously in the
last decade. This investigation aims at a fundamental addressing of the nature of IT, as a
phenomenon that is deeply penetrating organisations, people’s daily lives, and societies at
large. We claim that this phenomenological analysis will provide some insights into this

issue.

When investigating IT phenomenologically, what we intend to think of is not the kind of
data we work with while facing a PC, or the content of television as such, but rather the
whole phenomenon of IT, in its /Tness. It is IT as a content of a specific understanding of
the world, and as a part, an enabler, or an element, of a concrete way of relating ourselves

to and in the world that is the focus of this investigation.

In-the-world, we recognise IT as IT. What is it that enables us to recognise a TV, a PC, a
mobile phone, a fibre cable, a software program, and so on, as I'T? Heidegger (1962) and
autopoiesis discard the °‘list approach’ to answer this kind of question (refer to the
Appendices). We do not intend to focus on any IT device in particular, nor all of them in
general. Our focus is that which is essentially common, thus decisive and vital to all of the
actual and future devices that show or will show up as IT. We should stress that IT is not
equivalent to the essence of IT:

“Technology is not equivalent to the essence of technology. When we are seeking the

essence of “tree”’, we have to become aware that That which pervades every tree, as

tree, is not itself a tree that can be encountered among all the other trees. Likewise, the
essence of technology is by no means anything technological” (Heidegger 1977:4).

We should remain open to the essence of IT that might be nothing of the deviceness of IT.
This openness, this presuppotionless way, is one achieved by a full application of the
phenomenological method of investigation. By applying the method we ‘gather the data’,

to use a typical expression of academic research. A full and rigorous application of this

"% Our translation from the original in Portuguese: “Sou um técnico, mas tenho técnica s6 dentro da técnica. Fora
disso sou doido”, in Poesias de Alvaro de Campos, Pessoa (1980:248).
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method leads to the collection of vast amounts of data. By necessity there will be some
repetition—the same ideas, clues, and notions might show up at several of the phases of
the method. To some extent this repetition cannot and should not be avoided because it is a
central feature of the method itself. When a repetiton comes about one should verify if it
brings new perspectives, new variations, or new meanings in diverse contexts. The flow of
the analysis, in its several phases, might also lead to some results of little or no interest,
which should be left behind as the investigation moves towards the essence of the

phenomenon.

The diverse phases of the method are just a path into the phenomenon, which, as itself is,
does not show up in the phases. The unity of the phenomenon, the extensive length of a
full phenomeno logical investigation, the repetiton of findings, and the outcomes of little or
no interest, seem to us a sufficient motive for phenomenological investigations usually to
present their findings focused on the results of the method, and not on the flow of the
method itself.'!!

We pay attention to these arguments when presenting the phenomenological analysis of
strategy in Chapter 5. Yet as far as it concerns IT we decided to follow the six phases of
the method formally, as presented in Chapter 2. We believe the disadvantages of this
option are minor when considering some of the benefits that might arise on account of the
infrequent use of phenomenology in information systems research. By splitting the six
phases of the phenomenological method we are applying, we attempt to illustrate
something that is indeed difficult to find in the literature: a concrete working of the
phenomenological method.''?> We intend to illustrate the flowing of the method, letting
each of its phases make manifest the ways in which it contributes to the coherence and
strength of the unity of the method.''® The objectives of each of the six phases of the
method we apply in this chapter are as follows:

I - Describing the Phenomenon IT: This phase aims at returning to IT as

primarily and directly experienced, setting up the horizon of the phenomenon as

"' Heidegger (1962, 1977, 1978) does not give an account of his phenomenological method. Nonetheless his

findings are only possible by a full and rigorous application of the phenomenological method, which he states he is
following (1962:50). In Being and Time we can identify aspects of the description in Division One, I, II, III, IV, and
V. The etymological analysis is often used by him: Introduction; Division One, I, and VI. The key Heidegger’s
ontological notion of being-in-the-world, as Merleau-Ponty (1962:xiv) notes, “can only appear against the
background of the reduction”. Division One, VI addresses directly the essence of man—its structural constitution
and its key elements. Division Two is a presentation of the last phase of the method we are following—Interpreting
Concealed Meanings—a phase which Heidegger himself introduced in the phenomenological method.

" To our knowledge there is only one occasion in the information systems research field where the application of

the phenomenological method was presented by strictly following its several phases: “The Screen and The World:
A Phenomenological Investigation into Screens and Our Engagement in the World” (Introna and Ilharco 2000).

'3 'We hope that this presentation of a specific application of the method, although necessarily entering some

repetition and addressing of marginal features, to some extent will answer the somehow recurrent question among
Ph.D. students of ‘“What is phenomenology?” We hope to bring more colleagues in the information systems field to
apply phenomenology.
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free as possible from presuppositions, and as intuitively as possible. We are not
looking for data in order to explain some preliminary hypothesis, nor trying to
make sense of some previous intellectual construction about IT. Our central aim

is not to explain but to describe IT.

II - Analysing the Etymology of Information and Technology: We shall trace
back the origins of the words information (done in Chapter 3) and fechnology.
This analysis is not destined to bring back the meaning of these words per se,
but rather to bring forth the meaning of the thing itself, i.e., of IT, in the ante-

predicative life of consciousness.

III - Performing the Phenomenological Reduction Upon IT: In this phase we
perform the phenomenological reduction upon the consolidation of the findings
of the first two phases, bracketing out the features concerning the actuality of

IT; that is, the particular presence in time and space of particular IT devices.

IV - Investigating the Essence of IT: This phase aims at reaching the elements
strictly necessary for the phenomenon IT to be what it is. This phase departs
from the reduced phenomenon of IT, proceeding by stripping it of those
elements that in spite of being common to all appearances of IT are not
necessary, thus, leaving us the essence of IT. Through a priori insight based on
logic operations, we will attempt to refine the essence of IT contrasting it with

closely related phenomena.

V - Watching Modes in Which the Essence of IT appears: Having identified
the essence of IT, thus gaining a new relation to the phenomenon, IT is now to
be addressed concerning its essential appearances—the ways in which IT
essences. The essence of IT might hide to a lesser or greater extent tehind
different appearances more or less intuitively connected. Our task is to pay
attention to the ways in which the essence unfolds: its appearances, aspects,
perspectives, contexts, and modes in which it indirectly shows itself. The
ontological position on which this investigation relies, which began to emerge
in the previous phases, and are to be fully used in the next phase, will decisively

enter our analysis in this fifth phase of the method.

VI - Interpreting Possible Concealed Meanings of IT: This last phase of the
phenomenological method is provided to give access to phenomena whose
essence, whose meaning, have in themselves concealment. We will show it to
be particularly relevant for the case of IT. This phase involves directly the

ontological claims laid open in chapters 1 and reviewed in the Appendices, and
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the theoretical development on information and action of Chapter 3. In this last
phase that which is given, i.e., IT as it was opened by the application of the
method, is taken into account in the analysis of that which, of who, is doing that

same analysis, we, the being- in-the-world we ourselves are.

The analysis will carefully proceed by following the phases outlined above. Because the
flowing of the analysis is a way into IT, and an argumentation (Heidegger 1977, Husserl
1995, Merleaw-Ponty 1962), as we proceed phase by phase we found, in order to advance,
some articulations as they show themselves pertinent at particular moments of our thesis. In
this manner we aim at diminishing repetition, and improving the effectiveness of the
argumentation. Although the nature of the phenomenological method always leads to some
repetition of formulations and to reconsideration of statements and positions previously
taken, we found this option to suit best the need to keep the presentation of the

investigation within a sensible mass of text.

We recall that our aim is to “To let that which shows itself be seen from itself in the very
way in which it shows itself from itself” (Heidegger 1962:58). In this important formulation
‘that which shows itself” is IT, as the object meant, the idea thought, or the notion
conceived; the expression ‘be seen’ means that IT has to be fully experienced in
consciousness as it is primarily accessed; ‘from itself” has the significance of making IT
manifest, making it accessible in its togetherness, as the united phenomenon that IT is; and,
finally the expression ‘in the very way in which it shows itself from itself” means an
understanding of IT in its own terms, i.e., as free as possible from presuppositions, pre-
given contexts, and a priori explanations. Having this mind we now turn to a full

application of the phenomenological method of investigation to the phenomenon of IT.

4.1. Describing the Phenomenon of IT

IT is now almost everywhere we look (Castells 2000, Giddens 1999, Feenberg 1999,
Borgmann 1999, Beck 1997). It is at hand and it is in sight. We use it, we see it, we think it,
we rely on it for many of our daily activities. Yet, what is the ‘it’ that is in sight and at

hand? Devices, especially computers.

The first intuitive answer to the question of ‘What is IT?" is computers. “Today IT is the
computer” (Borgmann 1999:166). In order to capture the common and most acceptable
contemporary meaning of the word IT, we will rely on a sample of widely accepted
definitions, particularly in respected dictionaries. For example, IT is said to be the
technology involved in the recording, storage, processing, communicating and
dissemination of information, using computers, microelectronics, and telecommunications
(OERD 1996, ME 2001) and the study or use of processes, computers and other electronic
means for storing, retrieving and sending information (OPDT:388). In general, IT is the

“practical applications of computer systems” (OPE 1998).
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As we open ourselves to the flow of entities we call IT, many items either devices or
services keep on appearing: television, video, DVD, high-definition TV, VHS devices,
videotext, Internet, electronic mail, servers, mainframes, desktop, labtop and palmtop
computers, disks, phones and mobile phones, mobile data, text, sound, and video, paging,
video conference, fax, electronic communications gear, copying and printing machines,
photo apparatus, hardware infrastructures, software applications and peripherals for all of
these devices. In short, IT is described as the kind of technology that acts on information
(Borgmann 1999, Castells 2000) through devices which capture, store, process, and

distribute text, numbers, sounds, images, and any combination of these.

These initial lines have touched on an obvious feature of the phenomenon under
investigation: IT is not an object, but many objects. IT always appears as IT-and-
something-else: experiencing a computer, we experience IT; when watching TV, we have a
feeling of what IT is; in using a mobile phone, we use IT, and so forth. These devices, and
many more that belong to IT, appear within a realm previously opened by that which IT
itself is. We are not talking about a table, as it were. We are addressing a phenomenon,
which in its very appearances already is a notion in consciousness. IT devices are
appearances of the phenomenon of IT that, as such, shows itself only unthematically
(Heidegger 1962, Husserl 1995, 1964). The role of this phenomenological analysis is

thematically to bring IT to show itself as what itself is.

In spite of being a notion in consciousness, an initial addressing of IT delivers us over
immediately to that which appears by empirical intuition. What primarily appears as IT is
the empirical intuition of a computer. Our claim, to be verified by the personal experience
of each one of us, is that as we decide to begin a phenomenological description of IT the
computer already is gathering the theme. In this theme, within IT, devices refer one to
another. For example: the computer refers to office, software, work, Internet, and so forth.
Internet refers to work, software, entertainment, house, office, and so forth. The house and
the office both refer to phones and mobile phones. Phones refer to information, to
communication, to coordinating action, which in turn refers to television, to computers, to
many other devices and services. All the IT devices are within a referential whole in which
each of them refers to the others. They all refer to a world, a world in which they are what
they are. These devices, in their ITness, are the way in which the phenomenon of IT first
shows up. This initial showing up is not the phenomenon of IT, but rather it is an
appearance of it. A computer is an appearance of that which IT is; yet a computer, itself, is

not the phenomenon of IT in its wholeness.

Why are all of these devices technologies of information? Apparently because they all are

technologies that relate to information; because information characterises the kind of
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technology they are.”’? Thus, from a purely descriptive perspective IT means informational
technologies—a technology that has an informational character. [andre]''> IT is the kind of
technology that acts on information (Castells 2000:70). IT devices act on information,
capturing, processing, storing, transforming, and distributing text, numbers, sounds, images,
and any combination of these. Actions on information direct themselves to, and are
apprehended by, the human senses, mainly hearing and vision. ''® This kind of
information—data on which IT acts—reveals itself much more complex than other, so to

say, types of information.

Technological information (Borgmann 1999) has differences from other types of
information. Information pertains to reality, either as information about reality, information
for reality, or information as reality (ibid.). In the first case, information about reality
displays its pure condition in a natural environment: dark clouds in the sky tell us it might
be about to rain.''” In the second case, information for reality has an unnatural prominence
and stability. Information then stands out from nature; it is detached from its environment
and rendered mobile, such as mail or maps (ibid.); it provides the grounds for a reordering
of reality. !'® The third case, technological information reorders reality as such (ibid.). It
adds to information about and for reality, information as reality. Its key characteristic is
recording, contrasting with the recipe of information for reality, and the report of
information about reality (ibid.). “The technological information on a compact disc is so
detailed and controlled that it addresses us virtually as reality. What comes from a
recording of a Bach cantata on a CD is not a report about the cantata nor a recipe—the
score—for performing the cantata, it is in the common understanding music itself” (ibid.:2),

the cantata itself. At this level, information steps forward as a rival to reality (ibid.).

" In this descriptive phase we use the word information relying on its common accepted meaning, as prescribed by

the phenomenological method of investigation. Information thus means text, numbers, audio, video, or any
combination of these (DS 1999). In this sense the words information and data are equivalent.

"> My son André wrote his name in here (May 2001). He likes to key in his name as he notices an open document
on a PC with no one nearby... I think this action of his is elucidative of some aspects that are emerging: the
pervasiveness of IT, and the way in which IT devices are used i realms of human structural coupling (refer to
Chapter 3 and to the Appendices).

"% 1t would be correct as well to refer to some extent to the relevance of the sense of touch concerning the way in

which humans appropriate IT. The physical presence of IT devices is evidently relevant and participant in our
knowing of IT. As we manipulate those objects, in our bodily presence, we get accustomed and experience new or
different aspects of the devices. Meanwhile the human senses of tasting and smelling continues timidly to be
targeted by the development of new IT devices and applications; as an example, we refer to the recent Indian effort
to patent the invention of a television with smell.

"7 «An expanse of smooth gravel is a sign that you are close to a river. Cottonwoods tell you where the river bank
is” (Borgmann 1999:1). In the natural setting of signs each thing refers to another, informing about reality “in a
settled order of reference and presence” (ibid.). Natural signs emerge from environment as they themselves are
natural environment: the sign is the thing. Besides this original natural information, other types of signs constitute
information about reality as well. A purely descriptive report, stating what is where in a particular setting, is an
example of this kind of information about reality (ibid.).

"8 «Signs came to stand apart from things and at their origin of entirely new things” (Borgmann 1999:2).
Covenants helped tribes to become nations, plans guided the construction of cathedrals, and scores @mabled
musicians to perform cantatas (ibid.). “An economy of cultural signs came to enrich the realm of natural signs”
(ibid.).
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These distinct types of information are entangled together. The succeeding kinds of
information heighten the function of their predecessors and introduce a new type of
function. “Cultural information through records, reports, maps, and charts discloses reality
much more widely and incisively than natural signs ever could have done” (ibid.).
Technological information lifts “both the illumination and the transformation of reality to
another level of lucidity and power” (ibid.:2). It can be said that IT devices, as extensions of
the human senses (McLuhan 1994), amplify man’s capacity to disclose, to interfere, and

even to rival or replace reality.

Summing up, noematically describing IT we observe that it mainly shows up as a multitude
of physical devices. IT devices show up as material objects, mostly made of metal and
plastic. Inside their surfaces, where buttons and a diverse set of commands show up in
order for us to push them as appropriate, there lie complex pieces of electronic engineering,
which powered by electricity make the machines run. Noetically, each IT device belongs to
its own place, which is in accordance with the referential whole. Within the referential
whole the device gains its meaning, as something. Bearing this in mind, we now refer to
key aspects of descriptions of three of the most used IT devices: the PC, the television set,

and the mobile phone.

The PC is a physical device, a machine, an allopoietic being (Maturana and Varela 1980).
It looks like a box and attracts our attention to one of its aspects: the screen. To some extent,
all the parts of the PC seem to be dispensable except the screen.''® The PC discloses its
mode of being, and the purpose of particular spaces and comportment, when supporting our
activities at work or home. The PC is a machine for doing specific kinds of tasks. Everyone
knows how a PC should be dealt with. No one uses a PC to sit on. The PC has its mode of
being dealt with, in order to perform particular activities, and not any others. As such it
supports our activities either at the office, writing a document or drawing a chart, or at
home, reading the news or surfing the Internet. The specific ways in which the correct tasks
are to be performed, in spite of the currently accepted discourse on PC’s user friendliness,

are strictly defined by manufacturers and it is not something the user can change.

A PC on a desk identifies the kind of activity performed by the person who sits there. When
the PC is switched on, it indicates that the person who is using it is in a specific
involvement. The person is relying on the readiness-to-hand of the computer to focus on the
issue at stake, whether it is working, reading the news, playing a game, drawing, listening
to music, or anything else which can be enacted by using the computer. When we push the

on button, the PC engulfs our concerns. We quit other activities we may have been doing;

"% All the other sides of the PC—the PC monitor—seem to hide behind the screen. This description makes manifest
that we intuitively focus the presencing of the PC on its monitor, relegating the other components of the machine to
a secondary plan. The keyboard, the mouse, the CPU, the cables, seem not to seen as so fundamental parts of the PC
as the monitor. As far as the cables are concerned we can even notice a tendency physically to hide them. This view
of the intuitive appearance of the PC seems to be supported by the continuous shrinkage of a PC’s dimensions, and
the pursuance of new kinds of machines, such as the “NetPC” (a PC without CPU), and new forms of interfaces
(such as voice and speech recognition).
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while watching the screen, we get on with whatever specific activities are relevant to us at
that particular moment. A PC forces users to face its screen, and to act through the
keyboard and mouse. Often, the PC is the point of convergence of our concerns at office or

at home.

The particular situation to which a PC belongs, and indeed helps to reveal, as pointed out
above, is also shaped by the software that each particular PC runs. For example, executive
information systems (EIS), per se, indicate to some extent the kind of activities, interests,
and responsibilities of the person who uses the PC that runs that application. Yet, contrary
to what one would expect this argument to lead to, the standardisation of the software is a

feature that deserves to be taken into account while describing the PC.

There is some commonality between our description of a PC and that of a television set.
Both have the screen as their central point, and both present data. However, the data on a
TV is not produced, stored, or recovered by the user, as is the case for the PC. A PC is a
mechanism that creates data. The PC immediately suggests the office and work; the TV
points to the house, the living room, and to leisure. These situations are not the only ones
we have found in using either of these two IT devices, but they seem to be the typical
ones.'?" Like a PC, the TV presents itself as a user-friendly device. However, the user
friendliness of computers, and to a le sser extent of TVs, are manifest only for those who are
already friends of computers and TVs. As such, the TV and the PC engage and involve us

as long as we do what we are supposed to do when using these devices.'*!

PCs and TVs exhibit what was previously captured, processed, organised, structured, and
finally presented on the screen. These devices exhibit what is supposed to be relevant data
in each context, be it a movie while watching TV, a spreadsheet while working at office, or
a travel schedule while waiting in an airport. PCs and TVs, as they are in-the-world, always
find themselves at the centre of the activity: what they show on their screens attract our
attention and our physical presence, which locates where we carry out our activities.
Actions of these users are shaped by the presence of a PC or TV which has been turned on,
and by the kind of data presented on the screen and the user’s implicit understanding of that
data in his surrounding social context. This generates particular behaviour and attitudes.
Although it is obvious that a PC is a PC and a TV is a TV, there are, as shown, many

common features on these devices. This commonness grounds ITness as such. '

120 There are professional environments in which the TV is essential for the work to be performed, such as Stock
Exchange trading rooms. Yet, although the professionals constantly keep their eyes on the TV, it is on the computer
nearby that they perform their activities: buying and selling stocks, advising on financial strategies, and so forth.

121 .. . . . .
As televisions include more and more features and become more and more complex, this aspect is more easily

grasped.

122 Silver coloured TVs are being introduced in huge numbers in the markets. The appeal of this colour is a metallic
one, of something hard, artificial, produced, sophisticated, powerful, i.e., its appeal is a technological me. The
metallic colour of many TV sets, particularly of the more recent and sophisticated lines, is a manifestation of the
ITness that TVs embody, and of the growing convergence of IT devices, such as the PC, the Internet, and the TV.
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We have seen how ITness is entangled within places to which IT devices belong. Yet, this
belonging to a place of each IT device is primarily and fundamentally a belonging to a
situation: to work, leisure, travel, and so forth. This explains why the portability of IT
devices is a trend on the move. IT devices are becoming small and smaller. The mobile
phone is an example of this trend. In looking at experiences of using the mobile phone, it
becomes clear that the belonging to a place of IT devices is primarily and fundamentally a
belonging to a situation. The situation shapes, and is shaped by the device. This is why the

computer, TV, and many IT devices are becoming mobile.

As the mobile phone is portable, it can be said to be located with our body. More rigorously,
its place is our experiencing of the world. Close to our body, within our ‘bodily
experiencing of the world’ (Merleaw-Ponty 1962, Varela et. al. 1991, Borgmann 1999,

McLuhan 1994), the mobile phone is coupled to us and it pertains to our structural coupling

in the world.

A mobile phone is light and small; we usually carry it without noticing it either when using
it or not. Our primary contact with the mobile phone is one of holding it, carrying it,
speaking, and hearing through it. This contrasts with the experiencing of TV, which is one
of seeing and hearing, and with the working with a PC, which is an experiencing of seeing,

reading, and keying. Yet, as IT, all of these devices extend our senses (McLuhan 1994).

We use the mobile phone for speaking to people who are out of sight, who we do not need
to know where they are. This is a key difference to the traditional telephone, which belongs
to a physical place—not to a person. When we dial the number of a fixed phone we need to
assume that the person we want to reach is at a particular time in a particular place. Because
it is evident that, when dialling a fixed phone, we always want to talk to a person, most of
the times to a particular person, one should admit that the mobile phone improves the
efficiency of our communicating with others as it improves the effectiveness of reaching
the person we want to reach. Borgmann identifies this efficiency as the aim of the ‘device
paradigm’, which is the formative principle of a technological society that is developing
with IT (Borgmann 1984:40-48). Thus, as mobile phones belong to individuals, each user
becomes a-person-always-reachable. The mobile phone number is now the location of
people (Angell 1995, 2000), thus a key entity of the IT society.

Does any other IT device resemble the mobile phone? There is indeed one device whose
physical appearance is rather similar to the mobile phone: the TV remote control; moreover,
surprisingly perhaps, some of the key traits of the mobile phone are the same as those of the
remote control. Being a phone, the remote character of the mobile is obvious. But is it a
device of control? The control the mobile phone brings to our lives seems intuitive. In
supporting a more unplanned daily activity apparently it would diminish the control over
the activities in which we are involved. Yet, it is because the mobile has made them
controllable, that unplanned patterns of activity are able to thrive. This is captured in a

common mobile phone promotional message ‘always connected, you are in control’.
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Described from this perspective, the mobile phone can be seen to be a device that
accelerates the unfolding of the orderability of the real. It reveals people and other entities
as permanently and instantaneously controllable. The mobile phone apparently promises to
free-up its user’s time. However, the logic underlying its finctioning is mainly one of
greater efficiency. The always-in-a-hurry hero in a David Lodge’s novel is asked: “What do
you do with the time you save?” The answer to this question highlights a central feature of
the maturation of IT in our contemporary world. The time saved by the mobile phone is
intuitively overlooked; having saved time, we keep on doing more of the same, thus aiming

at raising the output/input ratio to improve efficiency.

The mobile phone, just as the other IT devices, is a ready-to-hand entity. We count on it as
it supports possibilities for the unfolding of our involvement in the world. The more we rely
on this potential, the more it shapes our actions, attitudes, and options. This kind of support
affects most decisively the pattern of our daily activities, not just the actions of each person
on each particular day (McLuhan 1994, Angell 1995). The emergence of new contemporary
management trends, such as the club-company or the shamrock organisation, referred to by
Charles Handy (1990, 1995), or the teleworking, the extended enterprise, the free-lancer

experts, or even downsizing practices, are supported by this new pattern of mobility.

The mobility of the mobile phone apparently removes all relevance of the place in which
we are. The location where we are and where the person we call is, apparently does not
concern us; we can always reach and be reachable. This ‘death of distance’ is a recurrent
claim of some literature on the social and business implications of IT (e.g., Cairncross
1997). But this claim does not hold against phenomenological scrutiny. Today we call a
friend’s mobile phone and usually ask where he is?! We shall admit that many of the
conversations we have while using mobile phones begin precisely by asking and answering
where we and our interlocutor are: Where are you? Have you already arrived? Are you near

here? Where are you calling me from?

This initial coupling, asking for the places where the interlocutors are, has two different and
apparently contradictory meanings. It means that what is critical for the being of the mobile
phone is not the places where the interlocutors are, but that they do not need to know where
each other is in order to communicate. This is the novelty the mobile phone has brought to
our contemporary lives. Nonetheless, the content of many initial conversations means
exactly the contrary of what this might apparently suggest. That the talk on mobile phones
in a great many cases starts by asking about the places where the interlocutors are means
that after all the location matters; it matters most in many cases. This points to the
unavoidable fact that we are bodily beings, in-the-world. All possibilities for action emerge

against the primacy of this ontological background.

As ready-to-hand beings, in their pervasiveness, mobile phones, PCs and TVs become part
of the background against which we dwell. As ready-to-hand entities they withdraw from

our attention. They hide their presence when we do not use them. In being used they
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mobilise our actions, often also our physical presence, as they locate our activity. They are
often the medium of the focus of our concerns in a given situation. IT devices gather the
people that surround them, and shape their actions. This surrounding refers to the people we
are talking to on the phone, to the people with whom, at the same time, all over our country
or the world, we are watching the same TV program (McLuhan 1994), to the people with
whom we share the same Internet site or newsgroup. Actions of these persons are shaped by
the PC or TV, by the conversation that is going on on the phone, by the kind of data
presented, and by the understanding people implicitly have of that same data, all of which

affects comportment and attitudes.

Our sense of IT devices, grasped from their concrete usage, discloses more than their
instrumentality; they make sense to us within a form of life that we already share
(Wittgenstein 1967). This form of life is one that includes ITness as IT devices show up
transparently in their readiness-to-hand most of the time in many and diverse places and
situations. This description of mobile phones, PCs and TVs, leads us to the notions of
presenting relevant data for and about each particular situation, of attracting attention, of
acting as a mediation between ourselves and the world, and of gathering that which is

appropriate in each particular context

So far, we have described how IT appears, not yet what IT is. IT appears as a collection of
devices united by the fact that they are all IT, which is a oncept independent of any
particular IT device. Considering a PC, TV, or mobile phone as an IT device implies a
previous idea of IT itself. Thus, the notion of IT'?® is the first mode in which the
phenomenon we are addressing appears. IT devices are united in a synthesis of
identification (Husserl 1995:39-41) that shows them in their togetherness. IT is therefore
more than only IT devices. IT is precisely that which characterises those devices as IT
devices. This takes us a step closer to the essence of IT, which might sound rather
paradoxical at this descriptive phase. Yet, because the investigation is led by the thing itself,
we should ask: Do IT devices imply in their very appearances anything that is common and
crucial to all of them, which would be essential to IT? As we are still describing
appearances and have not yet penetrated the realm of essences, the plausible answer at this

stage would be No.

Nonetheless the answer to the above question is actually Yes. There is something common,
and to some extent fundamental, about the computer, TV, mobile phone, and to many other
IT devices: the screen. The overwhelming presence of screens in IT, and so in our daily
lives, suggests that the screen, qua screen, might be closely related to the essential nature of

the phenomenon of IT. We act on, and with, most information technologies by observing

' This is to some extent a recalling of Plato’s Idea: that which remains the same, beyond the appearances of what
exists in a particular historical context.
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and touching screens.'* The screen is the typical interface of IT. The screen shows us, it
informs us of what is going on—it shows the actual situation, and the options for action.
This means that the screen might be closely related to the essential nature of the
phenomenon of IT. Their monumental presence in our daily lives, support indeed an
interesting etymological based interpretation of this case: the screen has much the meaning
of being the skin of IT.'*

To conclude, noematically, 1T is an open collection of physical devices situated at
appropriated contexts because they already presuppose a form of life in which they are
meaningful. IT devices attract our attention, and our physical presence as well. They
provide relevance about/for us. Their mode of being is ready-to-hand, as they are in a world
in which we always-already-are. Noetically, the readiness-to-hand of IT is deeply
enmeshed with seeing, speaking, and hearing, thus with language, and so with human
structural coupling.

The modes of consciousness in which we experience IT are united in that IT is something
we transparently use. While using a PC, we read, calculate, write, and do other things
within a context of what matters to us. Watching TV, we see and hear about issues that are,
or might be, of interest to us. Talking on the mobile phone, we coordinate our activity as we
go on with our dealings in the world. In-the-world, immersed in data, that is, entangled with
the difference Being makes to us, we are already acting with/in IT. The kind of cogitatio of

the cogitatum that IT is, is an experiencing and a living with and in IT.

"> This reasoning is supported by the way we can use either the word ‘screens’ or the expression ‘PCs and TVs’
when presenting a great part of the description under way. As an example, and synthesising, some passages of the
text from above: “Screens/PCs and TVs present, show, exhibit, what is supposed to be the relevant data in each
context, be it a movie while watching TV, a spreadsheet while working at the office, or a schedule while walking in
the airport. Screens/PCs and TVs exhibit what was previously captured, processed, organised, structured, and
finally presented on the screen. For the case of the PC, the user in many instances creates the data presented. As far
as TV is concerned, the user watches the data presented on the screen. Screens/PCs and TVs always find themselves
at the centre of the activity: in displaying they attract our attention, often also our physical presence, as they locate
our activity. They are often the focus of our concerns in that environment, whether at the office, working, or at
home, watching a movie or the news. Screens/PCs and TVs gather the attention of the people that surround it.
Actions of those people are usually directly shaped by the presence of the turned-on screen, by the kind of data they
present and by the understanding people surrounding implicitly have of that data, which generates particular
behaviour and attitudes. Screens/PCs and TVs mainly function as Screens/PCs and TVs when turned on. If they are
turned off they tend to be just objects in the background. Burt screens/PCs and TVs do not come to the foreground
when we attend to them to turn them on; quite the contrary, turning them on means the arrival of their presence as
ready-to-hand entities, which as such, shape and contextualise our actions but are not directly the focus of our
explicit attention. When we push the ‘on’ button the device locates our attention, we sit down, quit other activities
we may have been performing, and watch the screen/the PC or the TV, as it is location where that which is relevant
to us at that particular time is to take place.”

' This observation is supported by an etymological analysis of the word screen. Its origins go back to the 14"

century; it evolved from the Middle English screne, the Middle French escren, and the Middle Dutch scherm. It is a
word akin to the Old High German (8" century) words skirm and skran that meant shield or a barrier of some kind
(WD 2000). These old words have possibly evolved from the Sanskrit (1000 BC)'* words carman, which meant
skin, and krdnti, which signifies ‘he injures’. The Sanskrit origins suggest the notions of protection, shield, barrier,
separation, arose as metaphors of skin, possible of animal skin (Introna and Ilharco 2000).
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4.2. Analysing the Etymology of Information and Technology

Phenomenology takes etymology as a means, not as an end in itself. The analysis of the
etymology of the words identifying the phenomenon of IT is devised to bring back the
evolution of meanings around which the cogitatum under analysis unfolded, and was given
a name. Etymology is used as a way into the phenomenon addressed by the joining of the
words information and technology. The historical unfolding of the meanings of these words

should give us clues into the nature of the phenomenon of IT.

IT is a diminutive of something we address by joining the words information and
technology. 1t is a relatively new expression, recognised only by a few of the English
dictionaries. '?® Still, we should note that this abbreviation (IT) is one that succeeded when
addressing the phenomenon at stake, which means that it should capture the maturation of

meanings around which the thing we call IT discloses itself to us.

When referring to the word information we rely on the etymological analysis presented in
Chapter 3.'*” Technology has been an English word since 1859 (MW 2001). It has its roots
in the ancient Greek words fechné and logos (MW 2001, Heidegger 1962, 1977, Crane
2000). These two words joined in the word technologia, which meant the “‘systematic
treatment” (Crane 2000) or the “systematic treatment of an art” (MW 2001).

Techné is an early Greek word used by Homer (8" century BC) and Aeschylus (c.525-c.455
BC). Techné meant art, skill (ibid.); cunning of hand (Crane 2000); an occupation or craft
of the plastic art or of trade (GHDI 2001).'?® In Greece by the 4™-5" century BC, fechné
received further meanings: “way, manner, or means whereby a thing is gained, (...) an art

or craft, i.e., a set of rules, system or method of making or doing, whether of the useful arts,
or of the fine arts” (Crane 2000). 129

1% Two recent dictionaries that include ‘IT” as an abbreviation for information technology are The New Penguin

Dictionary of Science (1998), and A Dictionary of Accounting (1999).

"7 We recall the key traits of the etymological analysis presented in Chapter 3: Information has been an accepted
English word since the 14" century. It means “what is told; news”; the “communication or reception of knowledge
or intelligence”; the gathering of data “obtained from investigation, study, or instruction: intelligence, news, facts
data”; or “a signal or character (as in a communication system or computer) representing data”. For Boland
(1987:363), the essence that unites all of these notions of information lies in its name: “Information is an inward-
forming.” This inward -forming is disclosed by the Latin origins of the word. The Latin verb in-formo joins the
expressions in and forma. The verb formo meant to shape, fashion, form, adjust, regulate, dispose, direct, prepare,
and compose. It can indicate giving form to a thing by shaping, moulding or fashioning it. Formo could also mean
to formulate an idea of a thing; to represent, sketch, delineate, instruct, or educate. The Latin preposition in means
“within, on, upon, among, at, into”; it denoted “either rest or motion within or into a place or thing”. The English in
comes from this Latin root: a preposition used as a function word to indicate inclusion, location, or position within
limits. The Latin word informare is a derivation from the verb in-formo, meaning the imposition of a form on some
thing, particularly on the mind, in order to instruct and improve that same thing. In this process, a thing or an idea
receives a form, a shaping, a contour, which is set “within limits” that evidently belong to the one who is making
the forming. These limits are we, as we ourselves are.

' GHDI: Greek and Hebrew Dictionary Index (2001), http://home.sol.no/~ggunners/bibel/dict.htm, February 1,
2001

129 See, for example, Plato (Phaedrus 245a, 271c, Phaedo 89, 90b, Euthyd. 282d, Republica 381b, Ion 532c) and
Aristotle (Rethorics 1354al1, al2, Nicomachean Ethics 1140a8); all references from Crane 2000.
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Techné can be traced back to the word tikto (GHDI 2001, Heidegger 1978:361), meaning to
bring forth, bear, or produce: to produce “fruit from the seed”, to bring into the world. Its
main signification was the bringing forth “of a woman giving birth”, “of the earth bringing
forth its fruits” (GHDI 2001).130 Tikto came from teckos and teknon, which meant the
young, a son, the offspring (Crane 2000, GHDI 2001). Teknon came from timoria and
timoreo, which meant rendering help, assistance or, in contrast, vengeance, punishment
(GHDI 2001). The word timoreo has its origins in the words ouros, meaning “guard”, and
time, the “valuing by which the price is fixed” (ibid.). Time came from tino, which signified
either to pay a penalty or to provide recompense, referring to the consequences of a human
act (ibid.).131 These consequences are devised to influence a mode of behaviour. This
analysis points to deeper origins of the word techné as the meaningfulness of a particular
way of acting, and being. As such a mode of being, fechné hinted at decisiveness because it

grounded action. '*

Hence, the kind of opening-up that techné provides is not strictly a technique, but a
bringing forth, an ontological revealing (Heidegger 1977:13, 1978:361). Techné is the
background against which what appears, appears. It is a mode of alétheuein, of the
possibility of truth (Heidegger 1978). The specific character of this revealing is disclosed in
another ancient Greek word, technétos. Technétos was used later in ancient Greece to mean
artificial, as opposed to natural (Crane 2000). It emphasised the human action of the

bringing- forth of techné—a techné in which man was actively involved.

The ancient Greek logos is the origin of the “logy’ of technology. Literally translated,
logos usually neant ratio, grounds, subject-matter (ibid.). It also meant the ground, the
reason, the ratio.'>* The word also has other meanings, such as “the ‘subject- matter’, which,
as present-at-hand, already lies at the botrom” (Heidegger 1962:58). Logos was widely used
with the above meanings by ancient Greek authors, such as Plato, Aristotle, Demosthenes,

Isocrates, and Demades.

Early in Greek civilisation, logos meant word, talk, or speak (Homer Iliad 15.393, Odyssey

55 in Crane 2000). Heraclitus used the word logos to mention the notion of essential

" The word was also used to refer to the bearing of young and breeding of female animals (Crane 2000). As a
metaphor tikto could mean to bear (GHDI 2001), to generate, to produce (Crane 2000). Other meanings include “be
delivered, be born, be in travail” (GHDI 2001).

! Tino still is a common word in the Portuguese language meaning sense, judgement (MVOI:300).

132 At this point, one might wonder how could any word hold in itself such diverse and different meanings. We
should recall the meaning we now attribute to these ancient Greek words are just ways into what were their original
meanings. These words meant what they meant; obviously not taking into account any of the meanings into which
they would evolve. Although in some cases the meanings we now attribute to ancient Greek words could be present
also in other Greek words, it might indeed be possible that some of those meanings were not at all present in ancient
Greece. Language is always evolving as we make more and more linguistic distinctions of linguistic distinctions.
Thus, the effort to be made is one of thinking the issues at stake not with the meanings on which we now dwell, but
with the meanings from which those ancient words came.

3 The suffix tlogist’ adds the meaning of “studious, specialist” (DLP:1026), e.g., biologist, technologist,

phenomenologist.
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unfolding: “Listening not to me but to the Logos, it is wise to say, in accordance with the
Logos: all is one” (Heidegger 1984:5)'**. Demades (c.385-319 BC) used logos to mean
‘voice’, in a context where he appeals to truth—alétheias logos, translated as “the voice of
truth” (Demades 1962:1.18). Pythagora used logos meaning proportion (Crane 2000). In the
Bible (Ev. Johnl.1-4) the word logos meant “The Word” (Bible 2001a), the “Wisdom of
God” (Greek NT), the “Verb”, the “Word of God as creation” (Latin Bible, Biblia 1985).
Logos also meant “ground of action” (GNT: Act.Ap.19.38),'*> which, as referred in Chapter
1 and 3, signifies that action itself is the self-evident ground.

Still, the oldest meaning of logos is the most surprising of all, and highly pertinent to our
current discussion: ‘computation’ (Crane 2000). What has computation to do with ratio,
grounds, subject-matter? What has computation to do with the voice of truth? The what of
these questions implies an admission that logos might have nothing to do with computation.
As that is not the case, the correct question isn’t what, but how does logos relate to

computation?

In general, logos was actually used to mean computation, account, reckoning. For example,
“excels the whole account” (Sophocles OC 1225 in Crane 2000) meant being the best of all.
Logos also expressed the setting of a value on something, or a making an account of
something (Democritus 187 in Crane 2000). This meaning sometimes acquired the sense of
an account that is measurable. This was done mostly in qualitative terms, as in the
expressions “‘common measure’” in Plato (1998 n.746e), “tale” in Heraclitus (Crane 2000),
“full tale” in Thucides (7.56 in Crane 2000), “to the point of old age” in Herodutus (3.99
and 7.9 in Crane 2000). Today’s meaning of computation is the same of this meaning of

logos: to reckon, compute, calculate, evaluate, and work out (OPDT:145).

Logos evolved from computation, to ratio, reason, subject-matter, grounds, the voice of
truth, to the Word of God as creation. This essential evolution must be borne in mind for
the remaining of the investigation. What seems in need of verification is the extent to which
IT as techné and as logos preserve the initial meanings of these latter expressions. That
computation is the oldest meaning of logos and the central device of IT received the name
of computer is a clue into the possible sameness of the subject-matter addressed by all of

these notions from tino to IT. The underlying hypothesis that is emerging here is that the

" Heraclitus discerned in the cosmic process a logos analogous to the reasoning of man. In the known fragments of

his works, he addressed logos as an “orderly, law-governed process of change in the universe”—‘the unity of
diverse phenomena is to be found not i their matter, but in their logos. Indeed the very identity of an object
depends not on the matter that composes it, but on the regularity and predictability of the changes it undergoes”
(Cohen 2000). Heraclitus stressed that the continuous existence of a thing depends on undergoing continual change
and movement. What makes something to be what it is, is not just what it is made of, but how it behaves, what kind
of unfolding it undergoes, i.e., the logos. This notion is closely connected to Heidegger’s phenomenological concept
of essence, as essential unfolding (Polt 1999).

13 The expression at stake, “to have a case, to have a ground for action against” (Crane 2000), is translated in

Webster’s Bible by “have a matter against”, and in Young’s Bible by “have a matter”.

-181 -



way in which computation relates to ratio, ground, subject-matter, the voice of truth would

be relevant for an essential account of that which IT is.

Bearing in mind the etymological tracing back of techné and logos, we are now in a
position to conclude this search for the essential meanings of the word technology.
Technologia was a revealing, a grounding. As such it pointed to the realms of truth, to
alétheuein. In the word technologia, logos allows to appear the voice of truth, already

hinted by Demades. As such fechnologia embodies an ontological revealing.

The mode of revealing of technologia shows up in that it is a what-to-do, thus, because
action is the ground, a what-to-be. 1t is this what-to-be—i.e., that which is, as decisive—that
keeps together all the meanings addressed in fechnologia. Technology for the ancient
Greeks was not about the matter of phenomena but about their logos. What something is
does not depend on what it is made of, but rather on how it behaves, on what kind of

unfolding it undergoes, i.e., on its logos.

The conclusions of this analysis are further strengthened by the fact that for the ancient
Greek the word philosophia was synonymous with technologia (Crane 2000).'%® The realms
where philosophia and technologia evolved are the same. Although the evolution of the
words took distinct routes, the central question of meaning, the human “desire to know”
(Aristotle 1998), is the ground both of philosophia and of technologia. The path of these
words preserve that initial ontological milieu from where they came to us. The clue, to be
verified below, is that in our epoch philosophy shows up as the question, and technology

shows up as the answer.

4.3. Performing the Phenomenological Reduction Upon IT

At this third phase of the method we are to perform the phenomenological reduction upon
the descriptive and the etymological findings of the previous phases. Belief in the existence
of IT is to be suspended; IT is to be bracketed out of the features concerning its actuality,
and thus reduced to a phenomenon in consciousness, which would enable us to grasp clear

the contours of the phenomenon.

Let us briefly recover and consolidate the main findings of the descriptive and etymological
phases, and of the theoretical development concerning information. IT is both a notion and
a collection of physical devices. The devices, in showing themselves as they are, already
are experienced as IT devices. They are either located in particular and appropriate places
or are carried along with us. We use them transparently as we go as we are in the world. As
we use IT we come across new distinctions, i.e., we become informed. We capture

distinctions in the environment in accordance with our own structure at each particular

%% Philosophia meant love of knowledge, pursuit, speculation (Isocrates 12.209; Plato 61a, 484c, 288d), systematic,
methodical treatment of a subject (Isocrates 2.35), scientific treatment of argumentation (Isocrates 10.6), the study
of oratory (Isoc. 4.10, Plat. Theaet. 172c) (all references from Crane 2000).
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moment. The distinction is the information, that is, it is something brought forth, formed, or
shaped, by us. This forming is an inward-forming, accomplished in mineness. Claiming to
be physical devices in an ‘outer empirical’ world, IT attracts our attention and our physical
presence as well. IT devices deliver relevance. IT shows up in that it relates to us and we
relate to it. IT is an acting mechanism in that we rely on it for coordinating our dealings in
the world. As such, relevance emerges against the background of IT. Nowadays we live
with and in IT. Since IT’s typical mode of being is ready-to-hand, this means that IT

belongs to the realms of structural coupling, of Dasein’s primordial mode of being- with

The findings of the descriptive phase indicate that IT possibly shares the ontological nature
to which the ancient Greek word technologia points. Thus, the clue is that IT is a disclosing

of the world, a what-to-be, a stance on that which is, an opening up of the realms of truth.
What part of these findings remains when we bracket out actuality from IT?

The phenomenon of IT as it is reduced to an intentional object in consciousness is not some
pure isolated being, meaningful in itself. IT always claims to be, as itself is, something-in-
the-world, not an isolated object in consciousness. The being of IT, that is, the way in
which IT makes a difference for us, is one of always already including its unfolding in a
world in which it makes sense. In consciousness, IT makes sense for us because it refers to
and is referred to by other things and activities of ours. IT is IT within the referential whole
in which we always and already dwell. How can we think of IT without discovering the

primacy of the world?

IT are entities in the world. In consciousness IT asserts that in two diverse ways. Firstly, IT
is a notion that refers to the in-the-world, pointing to our human empirically experienced
world. Secondly, this referring to the in-the-world manifests itself in the claimed
physicality of the devices. IT devices, in consciousness, show themselves to be some kind
of realisation of the notion of IT. That these physical devices are always perceived in a
situation intuitively discloses them as a kind of entity entangled with who we are. This
entanglement that maintains itself as we bracket out IT of its actuality features comes into

view as the transparent use of IT, referred to in the previous descriptive phase.

As we try to strip IT of actuality, reducing it further and further, we can notice beginning to
lose ITness as we cut it out from the entanglement pointed out above. In consciousness, IT
is only IT when we consider its references, usage, and possibilities as we, as we ourselves
are, go on in the world using IT. In consciousness IT is an [-use-IT-while-being-with. It is
not only that, but it is something more intricate, and to some extent not correctly accessed

within the application of the epoché.

The reduction of the phenomenon of IT calls for abstraction. Trying to reach ITness
abstractly in the way this technique urges us to do, is to a considerable degree a threat of
stripping IT of its very ITness. As we continue reducing the phenomenon, we begin to

approach IT as a present-at-hand thing, which is precisely that mode of being the least
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relevant for the unfolding of IT (Heidegger 1962, 1977, Introna 1997, Ciborra 1998). A
correct push for abstraction cannot make us lose IT’s fundamental readiness-to-hand. As we
lose IT’s readiness-to-hand, the very phenomenon of IT begins to vanish. This clarification
confirms that the reduced phenomenon of IT is one entangled with being-in-the-world;

particularly with being- with.

Having reduced IT to a phenomenon in consciousness we should note that IT still shows its
informing nature, its pointing to a world revealed, as a whole and primary, in being-in-the-
world. IT attracts our attention. It shows a delivering of relevance because it relates to us,
and we relate to it. The reduced IT shows up as entities on which we depend for
coordinating our dealings in the world. As such relevance comes forward against the
background of IT.

In consciousness IT does support relevance. This relevance shows up within a form of life
we already share; it shows up in-the-world, in the lifeworld. This monumental background
of meaning is something that cannot be stripped out of IT without losing ITness. IT as itself
is, is IT-in-the-world, an in-the-world in which being-with is emphasised. Thus, IT as I-use-
IT-while-being-with belongs to the realms of structural coupling, which means that it
always is supposed to deliver relevance. Relevance is thus an essential element of ITness:

relevance as such is revealed in/through/against IT. Thus, IT is a background for relevance.

Taking that which is relevant to the foreground, IT withdraws to the background; taking IT
to the foreground, relevance withdraws to the background. This means that as we act-in-
the-world, making distinctions, adapting to stay alive as what we ourselves are for
ourselves, we are always already focused on that which is relevant, which, in turn, means
that IT as such is a phenomenon that belongs to the background. In its ITness, IT is a
background. IT as a background, just like any other phenomenon that is a background, is
that against which relevance can be perceived. Thus, the case is not Dr relevance per se,
supposedly against no background at all, being addressed through or within IT—IT
substantively reveals relevance; not what is relevant, but relevance as such. That this is so
can be verified in that a reduced notion of relevance as such, if accessed in many particular
contemporary forms of life does point to or touch upon IT. “Technology is the medium of
daily life in modern societies” (Feenberg 1999:vii), which means precisely that IT is the

background on which life in modern societies is based.

This opening up of the phenomenon of IT as background is further supported by several
analyses referred to in Chapter 1, while reviewing the ‘Exploitative Phase’ of the path of IT
in organisations. The analysis presented questioned the assumed fundamental nature of IT
as tool, pointing to some kind of a contextual role that IT might have. Ciborra (1998,
1997b) suggests the concept of infrastructure best captures the relevance of IT in a
contemporary business environment. Chakravarthy (1997) contends that a “guiding
philosophy—a broad vision of the opportunities that the firm seeks to participate”

(ibid.:82)—might be perhaps the best a firm can do in current IT-based competition. For
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Coombs (1997) “IT cannot be known as such, as if it were a given and readily
understandable object” (ibid.:252), but rather it is made known through many actors,
human and nonhuman, which while portraying reality “actually create the reality”
(ibid.:254). Ciborra (1997b) adds that the role of IT seems to be that of a collective
cognitive scheme. It is the sharing at a background level of this cognitive scheme that
allows managers to improvise effectively (ibid.:274). As more and more organisations
absorb IT it becomes apparent that this new world of IT can generate disadvantages for
those who are unable to absorb this particular and new cognitive scheme, that is, for those

who do not act based on the background of IT.

Taking IT as a phenomenon whose essence embodies backgroundness, further
strengthening its reduction, we find that IT implies worldly perceptions of time and space—
this is captured by addressing the IT background from the primary ground that action is. IT
devices belong to situations. Each situation is a specific involvement as much related to a
place (space) as related to a moment (time). Places or moments reveal IT in its

appropriateness—that is, at right or wrong moments or places.

At the right place and at the right moment IT is completely non obstructive; it either is a
ready-to-hand tool, or it is hidden in the background. The hidden-ness of IT, either as
background or as ready-to-hand tool, depends on the ITness of that which we bring to the
foreground; for example, the elaboration of a business proposal can only be written on a PC,
because the PC itself, the way in which it is in our referential whole, previously makes the
PC the proper way for doing that—the timing of the elaboration of the proposal, its
structure, layout, style, and even content, all of them relied upon a background of ITness.
Thus, at the right place at the right moment we experience IT both as a tool and as a

background.

The case is a different one for an experiencing of IT at a right place but at a wrong moment.
A PC at an office desk is at the right place. Nonetheless as the manager is running a
meeting with clients, the moment is a wrong one for using the device. The PC just stays
there, in the background, ready to be called into its readiness-to-hand. At these wrong
moments [T devices neither are ready-to-hand entities nor present-at-hand ones. They are
out of our concern hiding in the background; precisely the IT pervaded background of

possibilities on the basis of which the manager is running the meeting.

The inverse situation is the showing up of IT at the right moment but at the wrong place. At
the right moment IT shows up in its readiness-to-hand, yet on account of the wrongness of
the place it breaks down. For example, we are talking on the mobile phone when suddenly
we enter a place without network coverage. The IT device breaks down in its readiness-to-
hand, it becomes unavailable. Becoming unavailable, IT reveals to us not only the mobile
phone but indeed our acting in-the-world as occurrent. This can happen only because IT

was/is the background on which the possibilities opened up by the mobile phone gain their
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meaning. IT shows up at the wrong place because IT is the background against which that

particular action of using the mobile phone grounds its meaning.

The fourth and last possibility is a puzzling one: IT would show up at the wrong moment
and at the wrong place. What would be an example of this? We believe there is none. Once
one recognises IT, that is, all of the IT devices, as IT, one is already within a background
permeated by ITness. As such, if the moment is wrong IT does not come forth in its
readiness-to-hand; it just stays hidden in the IT pervaded background, even if the actual
assumptions about that background are incorrect—e.g., the PC of the office, in the example
above, was not on the desk but upside down on the floor... while the manager is running
his meeting. This rather absurd example means nothing in terms of the simultaneous
wrongness of both moments and places. The place of the PC is the office; an office desk to
be precise. A PC is a PC in that it always already refers to office, desk, work, and so forth.
A PC is always already within a referential whole that makes it a PC. That the PC is upside
down on the floor means nothing to the already disclosed ITness of the manager’s office
and of the PC itself. The PC on the floor is merely accidental; it is nonressential for that
which a PC is. That we refer the ‘PC on the floor’ means precisely that the PC (of the ‘PC
on the floor’) is already a PC, with all its references, no matter if it is on a desk, or on the

floor upside down.

Any IT device is at a right or wrong place or moment in accordance to the I'Tness of places
and moments, that is, against a revealing that already has shown what things, places, and
moments are. The situation reveals IT in its beingness. IT establishes the criteria for
accessing right and wrong places and moments. That the place is a wrong one appears
against the moment being a right one, and the moment being a wrong one appears against
the place being a right one. In-the-world the rightness of IT comes first. It comes first
because it belongs to an already there background permeated by ITness. For IT to be out of
all these modes of being would imply a non recognition of IT as itself is; for example, the
case of a knight from the Middle Ages handling a mobile phone. This analysis supports that

IT is an ontological revealing, a what-to-do/what-to-be, a mode of being.

This clue that IT is an ontological revealing began to show up at the descriptive phase, and
strengthened its way as we proceeded with the etymological analysis. Here, it consolidates
itself as central to the investigation. The suggestion that emerges is that IT is basic to being-
in-the-world. IT is an element of the primary phenomenon of being-in-the-world. Always
coming first, and coming as a whole, being-in-the-world is in contemporary times

entangled with the phenomenon of IT—this is the reduced phenomenon of IT.

The next task is to uncover this entanglement between IT and being-in-the-world. How is it
to be characterised? What are its elements? How does it unfold? The answer to the these
questions is the essence of IT.
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4.4. Investigating the Essence of IT

The investigation opened the contours of the essence of IT: the entanglement between IT
and being-in-the-world. Never in History did human activities rely so much on technology
as they do in our times (Heidegger 1966, 1969, 1977, Borgmann 1984, 1999, Giddens 1999,
1997, Habermas 1979, Castells 1996, Zimmerman 1990, McLuhan 1994, Ellul, 1964, Beck
1992). Yet, the central question keeps on being asked: “What is technology?” (Heidegger
1977, Dreyfus 1995, Feenberg 1999, Borgmann 1999, Ellul 1964, Ihde 1990). IT is a kind
of technology; thus, a kind of what?

What Heidegger said that happened to the question of Being—that it “has today been
forgotten” (Heidegger 1962:2)—applies mutatis mutandis to technology. The study of
technology qua technology is an issue almost neutralised by the prevalent instrumental
view of it, which makes it available only as “a matter for specialized research” (Feenberg
1999:12). However this lack of fundamental reflection on technology, which nowadays
may be experiencing some kind of an inversion whose consequences are still unclear
(Mitcham 1994), might rely to some extent on the readiness-to-hand and pervasiveness of

modern information technologies.

4.4.1. Views on Technology

There is little help in commonly accepted definitions of technology. They assume it to be
merely a tool; particularly a tool of scientific knowledge. Dictionaries and common wisdom
tell us that technology is the application of scientific knowledge for practical purposes. Yet,
not only what is commonly accepted as scientific knowledge changes over time (Kuhn
1996), but also technology is much older than scientific knowledge, as referred to above in

our etymological phase.'®’

Perhaps one would expect that definitions of technology as the one above would stand if
referring to industrial and post-industrial technology. Yet, it is precisely in these realms that
the traditional conception becomes most contradictory. For decades scientific knowledge
has been dependent on the technological apparatus. It is the result of the application of
technology itself (Heidegger 1977, Ellul 1964). The branch of exact science on which much
of the IT revolution is based, quantum physics, depends entirely on technological tools and
on developing newer and newer tools. Technology applies scientific knowledge produced
by the application of technology. Moreover, the advancement of scientific knowledge
depends upon the development of new technological instruments. “Modern physics, as
experimental, is dependent upon technical apparatus and upon progress in the building of
apparatus” (Heidegger 1977:14). This dependence of science upon technology is clearly

"7 The current meaning of the word technology still accommodates the oldest inventions of humanity. The
mastering of fire is pointed as one of the most significant technological innovations of all time, marking the
succession from the Stone Age to the Metal Age
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referred to in the recent papers on the human genome (Venter et al. 2001, IHGSC 2001).'8
Thus, technology, as such, precedes science; it is the nature of technology that demands the
application of exact science, not the reverse—*“Modern natural science is based on the
development of the essence of modern technology and not the reverse” (Heidegger in
Neske and Kettering 1990:84).'%

The traditional view of technology cannot account for this state of affairs. Technology
would be only a means to an end, an instrumentum, a contrivance that “functions to heap,
to build up or to arrange” (Lovitt 1977:5, tn.3). “Information technology is a tool” (Lucas
1990:vii), a computer is a device to write, to calculate, to design, to communicate, and so
forth; an airplane is a mechanism for travelling; a dam is an instrument to generate
electricity, and so forth. All these apparati are means to ends. The dominance of the
scientific functionalist paradigm and technology’s ready-to-hand mode of being, help to
intuitively establish it as a tool—as a tool only. Phenomenologically we take notice of this;
this is the first and general appearance of technology. That this appearance is so obvious
and evident “is why the instrumental conception of technology conditions every attempt to
bring man into the right relation to technology” (Heidegger 1977:5). In-the-world, coping,

directed towards something, we have already forgotten technology.

The instrumental view of technology has been the dominant one for the last decades. This is
both a result of the prevalence of Cartesian epistemologies on modern science, which
assume the human subject as the ‘objective’ actor and the final judge of reality (Heidegger
1977, Palmer 1969, Zimmerman 1986), and of a Western tradition that goes back to the
ancient Greeks who lived in aristocratic societies in which the highest forms of activity
were social, political, and theoretical rather than technical (Feenberg 1999). In the history
of Western thought technology was mainly studied in the realms of political theory, where
as a technical activity it fell under the study of economy (Winner 1995).

The instrumentality of technology is obviously correct, as one concludes by uncovering
IT’s fundamental readiness-to-hand. Yet, it might preempt a deeper grasp of the meaning of
this pervading readiness-to-hand. For Heidegger (1977:5), it preempts attempts at grasping
what technology not only is “too” but is in its essence. The correct fixes itself only upon an

appearance of technology, upon the pertinent, of the toolness of technology. “By no means

"% «This assembly of the human genome sequence is but a first, hesitant step on a long and exciting journey toward
understanding the role of the genome in human biology. It has been pssible only because of innovations in
instrumentation and software that have allowed automation of almost every step of the process from DNA
preparation to annotation” (Venter et al. 2001; our underlining); “Sequencing costs have dropped 100-fold over the
last 10 years, corresponding to a roughly twofold decrease every 18 months. This rate is similar to Moore's law
concerning improvements in semiconductor manufacture. In both sequencing and semiconductors, such
improvement does not happen automatically, but requires aggressive technological innovation fuelled by major
investment. Improvements are needed to move current dideoxy sequencing to smaller volumes and more rapid
sequencing times, based upon advances such as microchannel technology. More revolutionary methods, such as
mass spectrometry, single-molecule sequencing and nanopore approaches, have not yet been fully developed, but
hold great promise and deserve strong encouragement” (IHGSC 2001; our underlining).

%% Below, when addressing Heidegger’s (1977) account of the essence of modern technology we enter into some
detail on this issue.
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does it need to uncover the thing in question in its essence” (ibid.:6). Thus, as long as we
remain in the realm of appearances we can never be certain of having achieved a
fundamental grasp of technology. This means that yes technology is a tool, still essentially

it can be something else.

“Common sense instrumentalism” (Feenberg 1999) treated technology as a neutral means,
requiring no particular philosophical explanation. The steady development that the
biological sciences have experienced since the late 18" century was based on the idea of
progress and to a great extent it found its guarantee in technological development (ibid.).
By the end of the 19" century, under the influence of Marx and Darwin, technological
progress was believed to ground humanity’s advance, thus progressivism became
technological determinism (ibid.). These views implied the neutrality of technological
activity and its submission to the fulfilment of human biological needs. Technology was

only a means, not altering those natural ends, only shortening the path to them (ibid.).

Within this account of neutrality and instrumentality of technology, which assumes a clear
separation between means and ends, positions divide between those who consider the path
of technology to be autonomous and those who defend that it is humanly controllable. The
former positions are the deterministic theories, such as traditional Marxism, which while
they consider that technology aims at natural ends, they minimise human influence over
technological development. The latter positions, instrumentalism, assume both the
neutrality and the human control of technology; this thesis is the one implicit and prevalent
in everydayness, as ‘the they’ unfolds in-the-world. While identifying this position with
“common sense”, Feenberg (ibid.:9) lets this insight escape without further implications.
That instrumentalism is “common sense”, that is, that it shows within ‘the they’ is deeply

related to the ways in which technology unfolds in human History.

Appropriated by everydayness technological devices withdraw. Coping in-the-world we
rely on ready-to-hand tools, transparent to us while our action, attention, and purposes are
directed towards something else, towards an end. Thus, technology disappears as man falls
in the world. The meaning that technology gains unfolding within ‘the they’ is of
something mastered as a means; mastered and forgotten as we, for example, for-the-sake-
of-being- good-managers, write at the PC in-order-to complete a report towards-presenting
it to the board. Technology disappears as we manipulate it “in the proper manner as a
means” (Heidegger 1977:5). This relationship chains us to technology—“Everywhere we
remain unfree and chained to technology” (ibid.:4)—because as technology might threaten

to slip from our control, the more urgent becomes the will to master it (ibid.:5).

That technology is a tool is the least relevant aspect of technology — “modern technicity is
no ‘tool’ and has nothing at all to do with tools” (Heidegger 1981:56). It may have just
never occurred to some thinkers on IT that technology is not “a variable” (Lucas 1990:vii)

but a constant, and as such managers will never be able to manipulate it at their own will.
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We shape our tools and our tools shape us (McLuhan 1995). Technology is as much a tool

for us as our organisations are a tools of technology itself.

By reducing the phenomenon of technology to consciousness, quitting concrete examples
and setting a first common notion for all technology, by varying its elements in the
imagination, by letting the phenomenon be seen as it-shows-in-the-world, one can grasp
that which technology is, as itself is, i.e., within its own limits, ways and modes of
unfolding in the world. This way opens the human essence, our existence, to technology
and it is, in itself, the possibility of experiencing a free relationship to technology
(Heidegger 1977). The essence of technology would only be accessed if we could
experience this free relationship (ibid.). This line of investigation proceeds below as we
recover Heidegger’s (1977) The Question Concerning Technology as our main base for the
phenomenological setting in place of that which technology essentially is.

Thus far our critique of instrumentalism serves us to address face to face the apparent,
superficial, character of the toolness of technology, thus clearing the way for a diverse
understanding of the matter in question. Reasons were pointed out for the dominance of
instrumentalism: the readiness-to-hand mode of being of technology; the appropriation of
technology by ‘the they’; the spreading and prevalence in scientific work of the
functionalist paradigm. Relying on these arguments we proceed now to claiming a diverse
understanding of technology. Let us quote McLuhan (1995:4) to introduce directly what is
at stake:
“In accepting an honorary degree from the University of Notre Dame a few years ago,
General David Sarnoff made this statement: “We are too prone to make technological
instruments the scapegoats for the sins of those who wield them. The products of
modern science are not in themselves good or bad; it is the way they are used that
determines their value.” That is the voice of the current somnambulism. Suppose we
were to say: “Apple pie is in itself neither good nor bad; it is the way it is used that
determines its value.” Or, (...) “Firearms are in themselves neither good nor bad; it is

the way they are used that determines their value.” That is, if the slugs reach the right
people firearms are good.”

Substantivism is at the antipodes of instrumentalism. Substantivism stands for both the
autonomy and the value-owning of technology. Substantive theories consider that
technology is not a neutral instrument, embodying specific values and thus shaping human
life in society. Technology is itself a value system. McLuhan strongly argues in favour of
the substantive transformation of human life as it is brought about by the deployment of
technology. Nevertheless, that technology was entirely autonomous seems not to have been
his position: “Since understanding stops action, as Nietzsche observed, we can moderate
the fierceness of this conflict by understanding the media that extend us and raise these
wars within and without us” (McLuhan 1995:157). In other words, this is to argue for a free

relation to technology.

Heidegger’s (1977) thought of technology is a substantive one as well. Heidegger’s

addressing of technology shows up within a path of his own into the meaning of Being,

-190 -



which as developed at a higher level of conception, has been understood in many cases as
deterministic. To Heidegger modern technology belongs to an increasing self-concealment
of Being, which from Plato to Nietzsche is, in itself, the history of Western man (Heidegger
1977, 1984, 1991, Zimmerman 1990, 1986, Biemel 1981, Lovitt 1977). Because modern
technology is the revealing of Being that sets the ground for whatever is to appear, as long
as the technological understanding of Being rules the earth it does not matter what happens
(Heidegger 1966, 1969, 1981 Zimmerman 1986, 1990, Biemel 1981). Still, Heidegger’s
articulation of technology was not a deterministic one. Although he did not detail this
subject he points to the possibility of modern man having a free relation to technology
(Heidegger 1977, 1969, 1966). This kind of experiencing would only be possible if man
opened his existence to the essence of technology, encountering its boundaries while
keeping his openness for the Being of beings. Heidegger’s account of technology discloses
the simultaneous revealing and concealing that it embodies, calling upon us to wait and
prepare ourselves for a possible coming of a new revelation of what it means to be
(Heidegger 1977, 1981, 1984).

None of the authors usually referred to as substantivists, such as Heidegger, McLuhan, or
Ellul, defended technology as entirely autonomous, completely escaping human control.
They stand for the value-owning of technology, for its substantive shaping of the world, but
to some degree they all admit the relevance of the human agency. The argumentative space
in which these authors move is indeed a large one. Historically it was first occupied in the
early 20" century by the Frankfurt School (Horkheimer, Adorno), but only after World War
II did these ideas come to the foreground of Western social sciences, namely with the
works of Heidegger (1977, 1969, 1966), and Jurgen Habermas (1970, 1979, 1984, 1987).
To Habermas technology is a form of action that answers to the human concern for control,
thus organising society and favouring a technological order that Habermas calls the
‘technization of the lifeworld” (Habermas 1987). Marcuse (1964) and Foucault (1977)
consider that technology is not just a means but is a medium entangled with power. For
them technology is not purely autonomous because its usage and spread is related to social
organisation and contingencies. In North America in the last decades a new practice in
thinking of technology has emerged within a clear substantivist perspective, still accepting
human intervention—*“in a democratic framework” (Feenberg 1999:6). Hubert Dreyfus,
Don Ihde, Langdon Winner, Albert Borgmann, and Andrew Feenberg are among the most
prominent thinkers of this new American tradition. Castells assumes a rather similar
background, possibly with a deeper influence from functionalism, when supporting Bijker’s
(Bijker et al. 1987) thesis, concluding that “technology is society, and society cannot be

understood or represented without its technological tools” (Castells 2000:5).

Our investigation aims at belonging to this Western strand of thinking of technology as a
phenomenon which, in itself, is an embodiment of values, yet admitting the pertinence of

the human agency as well.
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4.4.2. Ge-stell

That technology appears obviously as a means to an end, that “we regard it as something
neutral” (Heidegger 1977:4), is to Heidegger (ibid.) what makes us blind to its essence. To
capture the essence of a phenomenon one needs to go beyond appearances. Heidegger asks
what is it to be a rool? “What is the instrumental itself? Within what do such things as
means and ends belong?” (ibid.:6). An end is the result, the achieving of something aimed
at. A means is the way by which the end is achieved. “Whatever has an effect as its
consequence is called a cause” (ibid.). However a cause can also be the end in view
according to which the means to be used are determined. This shows us the domain of

causality. Causality reigns in instrumentality (ibid.).

Aristotle’s thesis of the four causes (Aristotle 1998) is recovered by Heidegger in order to
de-construct causality. Facing the four causes—the causa materialis, the matter out of
which something is made; the causa formalis, the shape into which the material enters; the
causa finalis, the end in relation to which the matter and the form are determined; and, the
causa efficiens, that which brings about the effect that is aimed at—Heidegger questions:
“What unites them from the beginning?” (Heidegger 1977:8) The four causes indeed differ
one from the other, yet they belong together. Four causes of what? To what do the four

causes, as a belonging together, refer?

The word cause comes from the Latin causa, which belongs to the verb cadere, “to fall”. It
means “that which brings it about that something falls out as a result in such and such a
way” (ibid.:7). Thus, “the four causes are the ways, all belonging at once to each other, of
being responsible for something else” (ibid.). This being responsible has the significance of
a bringing of something into being, of “bring forward into appearance” (ibid.:8). The four
causes, all at once, are this being responsible—four causes of being responsible for
something. At this point we have left the instrumental view, which only considers as a

cause the causa efficiens, that which effects something as a consequence.

The four causes bring something into being itself. They bring something into appearance,
letting it come forth into presencing. They play in unison (ibid.:10); they are an occasioning
(ibid.:9); they are unifiedly ruled over by a bringing that brings what presences into
appearance (ibid.:10). This bringing forth is what Heidegger says that Plato in Symposium
(n.205b) tells us: “Every occasion for whatever passes over and goes forward into
presencing from that which is not presencing is poiésis, is bringing-forth” (quoted in
ibid.:10). This poiésis, the one that Maturana and Varela (1980) recovered to coin the word
autopoiesis, is a bringing-forth, a coming to presence, either by an arising from out of
itself—en heautoi, as autopoiesis, e.g., the bursting of a blossom into bloom—or from an
arising not from out of itself, a bringing-forth by another—en alléi, e.g., the work of a

craftsman or an artist (Heidegger 1977:10-1).
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What is brought forth, coming into appearance, is brought from concealment into
unconcealment (ibid.:11). The four causes are united by this bringing forth of something
into unconcealment. Bringing forth “gathers within itself the four modes of occasioning—
causality—and rules them throughout” (ibid.:12). The gathering of the four causes of a
bringing forth is thus a revealing. This revealing, the bringing of something into
unconcealment, “is a coming to rest and move freely” (ibid.:11), a coming into a
preservation and a protection to be what it is (Heidegger 1971:149, Lovitt 1977:11 fn.10),
thus to be a to endure and a to last (a wihren in German; in Lovitt 1977:3 fn.1).

That which is revealed is brought forth into unconcealment, as it endures/wdhren. This
revealing moves in the realm of truth—of Wahrheit (in German)—because it is a mode of
bringing beings into presence. The way in which a being remains present is its essential
unfolding, which for Heidegger is the meaning of essence itself (Lovitt 1977:4 fn.1). Thus,
essence shows up in revealing. Revealing is the English translation of the German verb
entbergen, which as a revealing, has the meaning of the ancient Greek word alethéia
(Heidegger 1977:11-2)."*° Macquarrie and Robinson (Heidegger 1962:57 fn.1) note that the
Greek word alétheia is compounded of the prefix a-, which means ‘not’, and the verbal
létheia, which means ‘to escape notice’ or ‘to be concealed’. Not to escape notice is a
granting of the possibility of truth. It is an opening up, a revealing. “The truth may thus be
looked upon as that which is un-concealed, that which gets discovered or uncovered” (ibid.).
Entbergen refers to this kind of revealing—a revealing that uncovers something as

something; thus, a showing of meaning.

Causality is thus grounded on a revealing, which in itself is a granting of the possibility of
truth. Revealing is an already there that gathers the four causes of occasioning, letting
beings come into unconcealment, to presence as beings to be preserved (bewahren), to
endure (wdhren), to be watched over and kept safe (wahren), to be manifest (Wahrnis).
Thus, the opening up of what instrumentality itself is leads us into the realms of truth, of
Wahrheit.'*! “Technology is therefore no mere means. Technology is a way of revealing”
(Heidegger 1977:12). “Technology comes to presence in the real where revealing and

unconcealment take place, where alétheia, truth, happens” (ibid.:13).

These conclusions are consistent with our findings thus far. Technology as such is a
revealing; its way of revealing is an ontological one. It does not only concern the beings
that come into presence, a craft’s work or a machine, but it is the disclosure of is-ness itself.
Entbergen, firstly and decisively, shows the world as what-to-do/what-to-be. As such the
technological revealing is primarily and foremostly the background against which appears

that which is. This ontological revealing is the fundamental nature of technology. Would it

" Entbergen and Entbergung are German words unique to Heidegger (Lovitt 1977:11,fn.10). Both are formed from

the verb bergen, which means to rescue, to recover, to secue, to harbour, to conceal, and from the verbal prefix ent-,
which is used to connote in one way or another a change from an existing situation. Bergen or verbergen means to
conceal; unverbergen means to unconceal; and, entbergen means fo reveal.

! Refer to Chapter 2 to the addressing of the etymology of Wesen and Wahrheit.
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be the essential nature of modern technology as well? Heidegger’s (ibid.) answer is
unambiguous: “It too is a revealing” (ibid.:14).

“[A] tract of land is challenged into the putting out of coal and ore. The earth now
reveals itself as a coal mining district, the soil as mineral deposit.” (ibid.)

Modern technology changes decisively the coming into presence of humans, things,
animals, tangibles and intangibles; of that which appears for man. A revealing not only
reveals that which is differently, but also reveals and conceals differently. Truth,
meaningfulness, thus being-in-the-world, are differently grounded:

“The field that the peasant formerly cultivated and set in order appears differently than

it did when to set in order still meant to take care of and to maintain” (ibid.:14-5)
There is nothing metaphorical here. Modern technology changes substantively that which is
decisive in-the-world. It lets unfold a whole conception of is-ness, engulfing what-to-
do/what-to-be. Thus, the question is what is this conception of Being, this backgroundness,
that modern technology is? How does the technological revealing first appear? It appears as
a challenging—*“[M]odern technology (...) puts to nature the (...) demand that it supply
energy that can be extracted and stored as such” (ibid.:14):

“The coal that has been hauled out in some mining district has not been supplied in

order that it may simply be present somewhere or other. It is stockpiled; that is, it is on
call, ready to deliver the sun’s warmth that is stored in it” (ibid.:15)

“What the river is now, namely, a water power supplier, derives from out of the
essence of the power station. (...) the Rhine is still a river in the landscape, is it not?
Perhaps. But how? In no other way than as an object on call for inspection by a tour
group ordered there by the vacation industry” (ibid.:16)

Thus, the revealing of modern technology is a challenging—the soil of the field, the river,
the wind are challenged in that they are faced with the demand to supply resources that can
be stored as such:

“The revealing that rules throughout modern technology has the character of a setting-

upon, in the sense of a challenging-forth. That challenging happens in that the energy

concealed in nature is unlocked, what is unlocked is transformed, what is transformed

is stored up, what is stored up is, in turn, distributed, and what is distributed is
switched about ever anew” (ibid.:16)

This challenging forth is thus a setting-in-order that sefs upon nature. Agriculture is now
the mechanised food industry. Air is now set upon to yield nitrogen, the earth to yield ore,
ore to yield uranium, for example; uranium is set upon to yield atomic energy, which can be
released either for destruction or for peaceful use (ibid.:15). As a challenging-forth of
nature, technology is always directed from the beginning “toward driving on to the
maximum Yyield at the minimum expense” (ibid.)—this is an essential element of

technology; it aims at efficiency.

Efficiently exposing and unlocking the energy of nature, technology reveals a world of
resources. These resources belong to an already ongoing process, which is the content of

the revealing itself: unlocking, transforming, storing, distributing, switching about, all these
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ways, efficiently and never coming to an end. These ways are the technological revealing; a
revealing which in itself is the revelation of its own manifold interlocking paths through
securely regulating their course (ibid.:16). This course does not designate the dam, the
hydroelectric plant, the machine, or any other, as it were, typical technological object,
because it rather chiefly designates “nothing less than the way in which everything
presences” (ibid.:17). The unconcealment that the technological revealing brings about is a
particular standing in which beings show themselves in their belonging to an efficiently
ordering process:

“Everywhere everything is ordered to stand by, to be immediately at hand, indeed to

stand there just so that it may be on call for a further ordering. Whatever is ordered

about in this way has its own standing. We call it the standing-reserve. (...) It

designates nothing less than the way in which everything presences that is wrought
upon by the challenging revealing” (ibid.).

The standing-reserve is used to characterise the manner in which everything is commanded
into place and ordered according to the technological revealing. What is stressed with the
essential notion of standing-reserve is the orderability and substitutability of objects (Lovitt
1977:17 fn.16). “Objects indeed lose their character as objects when they are caught up in
the “standing-reserve” (ibid.). For a tract of land, a river, a machine, or indeed a person,
their relevant mark becomes their readiness for use. “Today all things are being swept
together into a vast network in which their only meaning lies in their being available to
serve some end that will itself also be directed bward getting everything under control”
(ibid.:xxix). That which shows us in-the-world already comes into being within this
framework of beingness. This is for Heidegger what is most essential about technology. He

calls it Ge-stell, enframing in Lovitt’s (1977) translation.

Once this revealing is set things, as such, have lost their thinging-ness (Heidegger 1971),
only coming into presence as standing-reserve within the process of ordering the orderable
into which the real has turned itself:

“The forester who, in the wood, measures the felled timber and to all appearances

walks the same forest path in the same way as did his grandfather is today commanded

by profit-making in the lumber industry, whether he knows it or not. He is made

subordinate to the orderability of cellulose, which for its part is challenged forth by the

need for paper, which is then delivered to newspapers and illustrated magazines. The

latter, in their turn, set public opinion to swallowing what is printed, so that a
configuration of opinion becomes available on demand” (Heidegger 1977:18).

This last passage makes clear that man, himself, is ordered into the ordering process that
the technological mode of revealing is—the “current talk about human resources” (ibid.;
our underlining) gives evidence of this.'** Yet man has a unique position in the setting-
upon of technology because it is precisely man who accomplishes this challenging-forth.
“Man drives technology forward” (ibid.). Yet, as we cannot evidently accept that man has

control over unconcealment, i.e., over Being itself, and because technology is a revealing,

2 Cooper (1991:6) calls “the supreme comedy” to the labelling of humans as ‘human resources’.
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thus a way of unconcealement, we cannot accept as well modern technology to be only
human doing (ibid.: 19).

What man brings about, man brings; but man did not bring himself about. Having not
brought himself about, thus being a belonging to a call of unconcealment he himself always
already is, man accomplishes a challenging- forth that moves beyond what he strictly brings
about. Thus, modern technology belongs to a destining of Being (Heidegger 1977, 1969,
1991). The ordering that modern technology is unfolds within unconcealment, which “is
never a human handiwork” (Heidegger 1977:18). Thus, one has to ask: How is man
delivered into this unconcealment?

“We need only apprehend in an unbiased way That which has already claimed man and

has done so, so decisively that he can only be man at any given time as the one so

claimed. Wherever man opens his eyes and ears, unlocks his heart, and gives himself

over to mediating and striving, shaping and working, entreating and thanking, he finds

himself everywhere already brought into the unconcealed. The unconcealment of the

unconcealed has already come to pass whenever it calls man forth into the modes of

revealing allotted to him. When man, in his way, from within unconcealment reveals

that which presences, he merely responds to the call of unconcealment even when he
contradicts it” (ibid.:18-9).

Unconcealment claims man, and only as such is man what he is. In its essence modern
technology moves in the realms of truth. That it shows entangled with the very essence of
man, referred as a conclusion of the reduction phase of the method, is a clear indication of
the essence of technology itself. Within a technological understanding of Being, man
challenges nature, brings it in a challenging-forth, because for his part he is already
challenged. Man and nature are together in a primary gathering that gathers the real.
“Whoever builds a house or a ship or forges a sacrificial chalice reveals what is to be
brought forth, according to the perspe