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Abstract

Virtual space provides more challenges to business organizations

than simply itsstatusasa new spatial phenomena. The conceptualiza-

tion of traditional organizational structuresis altered within virtual
space. The significance of this observation is compounded when
traditional operational forms of organization continue to maintain

fixed or inpenetratable boundaries. Virtual space enactsa blurring of
boundaries, which extends geographical demar cationsand challenges

an organization’s persistence within the postmodern era. While many
discussions regarding the virtual organization have centered on the
notion that an alteration to traditional structural forms has occurred
(Cooper and Burrell 1988; Kraft and Truex 1994; Lovatt 1997),
postmodernity embeds the realization that organizations, or any
social institution, operate in a state of continual change.

Keywords: Boundaries, virtua space, time, space, postmodernism,
information systems, spatial anaysis.
Introduction

The utilization of postmodern and critical analysis can assist in informing the field of
information systems to the complexities of conducting organizations within virtual

37



38 PartI: 1T and IT Development

reality. Similarly, these approaches highlight that this form of spatiality does not
immediately or necessarily conflate the presence of virtual space with the virtua
organization, arguing instead that this particular space is but one articulation of a series

of “venues” for the virtual organization. Research in the information systems field in
turn can utilize an awareness of the postmodern condition to escape many of the
arbitrary limitations associated with Taylorism and modernism.

Postmodern Perspectives on the Organization

Postmodern perspectives on the organization differ from those described as modernist
and, in part, are concerned with understanding whether society is in an historical phase
of postmodernity (Foster 1985, p. ix). Questioning whether the organization is solely a
methodological concern or is “simply” a social construct with particular cultural and
historical meanings provides another possibility to understanding organizational
existence through information systems. This possibility for an imprecise existence
arguably detracts from the practical application of postmodernism. However, the
detailed consideration of social and cultural phenomenon that a postmodern analysis
provides can contribute to a disentangling of the implications that virtual space can offer
organizations. The existence of meta-narratives utilized within the social sciences and
information systems construct an analytical framework that perpetuates particular
notions of form or structure. Positivist knowledge assertions utilize a base assumption
that relies on the perpetuation of the distinction of “us and them,” which reinforces a
framework of “otherness.” This notion is tied to the assertion that there is a knowable
reality which is objective and “out there” rather than the consequence of mutual, or
social, constructions and the association of signifiers (the sign/the word) and signified
(the concept) in uncertain and indefinite processes of signification (Baudrillard 1983).
Postmodernity enables a challenge to the conceptual framework of positivism that has
a privilege within information systems. This provides opportunity to further explore the
full range of possibilities within organizational existence. This claim identifies the
absence of self-reflexivity in the development of a perspective dealing with social
phenomena and the organization. An adoption of an anti-positivist position enables
information system analysis to consider the consequences of the researcher when
describing and analyzing the organization. This enables reconsideration as to whether
researchers are projecting themselves and their vision of that organization into the
consequent analysis.

These are significant considerations that can contribute to existing concepts within
information systems analysis. These issues are the central theme of this paper and reflect
the author’s current area of research, which considers virtual space blurring the
boundaries of organizations. This paper begins with definitions and discussion
surrounding the central tenets: the organization and virtual space. This discussion
utilizes the tautology of postmodern thought to demonstrate the significance that this
approach has as an analytical approach to information systems.
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Methodology

This paper is exploratory in its discussion of virtual space and information systems
operating within the virtual environment. An initial observation of information systems

operating in the virtual environment suggests that they are disentangled from the
geographically and culturally specific frameworks of “real life.” However, by utilizing
qualitative analysis and drawing upon existing literature in the fields of information
systems, organizational analysis, and systems theory, a range of considerations can be
identified. The discussions of space utilized in this paper and much of the theoretical
grounding is developed from Elias (1978), Lefebvre (1991) and Soja (1989, 1996), while
postmodern theorists are utilized to consider the significance an alternative theoretical
approach can provide for the field of information systems.

Information Systems in Change

The manner in which employers and employees receive information within organizations
is changing. Sharing information, irrespective of the form that it takes, fulfils a specific
task within the confines of the organization. Rituals of discourse shape the receipt of
information (Foucault 1990, p. 1162) by governing its interaction and directing its
outcomes. This discourse limits the fluidity of possibilities through which specified
information can be obtained. These structures and restrictions impact upon the form and
context of organizational activity through which information is transmitted and received.
Casual or personal forms of information sharing are, however, quite different from those
information systems operating at the administrative and “whole-of-organization” level.
The distinctions between these systems are more apparent in real life organizations than
currently found within virtual interaction. This distinction also marks the differences of
real life from virtual existence. The information systems most readily identified with the
real life organization are those which enable specific outcomes and goals through the
social construction and establishment of boundaries. Specific outcomes, from the use of
information systems in virtual space, must also be achieved if the guiding rationale of
their cultural formation is to continue and, importantly, for the primary objectives of the
system to be achieved. The ritual of discourse in real life organizational existence
directly informs the construction of virtual organizations.

The Virtual Organization

The presence of electronically mediated virtual environments impacts on the information
systems operating within the organization. The information systems operating in the
virtual organization are an extension of the information systems of the “real world” and
do not embrace the full articulation of virtuality that is possible. The traditional and
hierarchical organizational structures of organizations, when contrasted against the
dynamic forms of virtual social space and virtual organizations, are less fluid and impede
the development of organizational possibilities in a virtual environment (Jorn, Duin Hill
and Wahlstrom1996, p. 190). Institutional virtuality—virtual presence—incorporates the
compression of time and space (Baudrillard 1988, p. 35) as part of its organizational



40 PartI: 1T and IT Development

formation. Virtual space, when utilized asan interactive medium, ismost suited to those
information systems relating to services that are more transient or more dynamic in
nature. Thissituationisreflected in thetypes of information that are being adapted to the
virtual face of real life organizations. For example, in tertiary education, information
relating to academics and their current research, as well as existing courses and
administrative advice, predominates. The application of virtual billboards for the
dissemination of information hasbeen highly successful. The challengefor educatorshas

been to successfully transform some or all of the experiences of real life learning
environments into a virtual learning environment. This task has seen “total” electronic
environments such as multi-user dungeons (MUDs) and multi-user dungeons which are
object orientated (MOOSs) adapted to educational purposes.

Virtual universities currently exist as amalgams of classrooms and electronically
warehoused information but remain restricted by the monolithic tertiary institution’s
traditional organizational models. The traditional and hierarchical structures of the
university rely upon rules and regulations, which stem from older educational practices.
For example, the concept of the “lecture,” and lecture theaters themselves, remove any
doubt as to who provides the information the student will then be expected to learn.
These rooms maximize the hierarchical position of the lecturer and reinforce the
student’s involvement in the machinations of mass education. These relationships
construct and reinforce the cultural norms and relationships of the university and also
distinguish it from other spaces of contemporary society. The virtual classroom, defined
by a lack of physicality, quickly distorts and challenges these social structures and
distinctions (Penny 1993, p. 19). Virtual universities construct rooms as an environment
of exchange for prospective students. These virtual rooms are intended to induce
traditional classroom conduct through the cultural associations evoked by a rudimentary
simulation of such an environment.

The adaptation of real life information systems does not serve as an adequate model
for the fluidity of virtual space. The development of a virtual organization is a vastly
more complex proposition than the simple juxtaposition of two words. It is a challenge
that seeks to translate the solid to the ethereal. It is, however, not possible for an
organization operating under modernist frameworks to mimic the structures of
commercially orientated virtual organizations. The loose application of extended
boundaries through the application of information technology (Olson 1997, [1]) does not
automatically predicate a virtual organization.

Virtual Space and Cyberspace

To appreciate the changes that virtuality imparts upon an information system, it is
important to position virtual space as a phenomenon that is not synonymous with the
Internet (Adrian 1995, [5]). Cyberspace is the spatial phenomena created through the
processes of contemporary high technology and is utilized to facilitate human interaction
in a manner that is proxy to the capabilities of their bodies. Cyberspace encompasses,
for example, the space crafted within video games, the operating theater of remote
surgery, and the virtual lathe of Computer Aided Manufacturing. Much of the popular
media coverage that equates cyberspace with the Internet consequently avoids
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comparative or inclusive considerations of other spaces (Hearn and Manderville 1995,

p. 92). The popularization of cyberspace seeks to maximize the usability of the
environment and has driven the development toward automatic and transparent
commercial transactions. Information, in this context, is understood purely in terms of
consumerability and economic value. The hope, if the “Internet Press” can be believed,
is to reflect a space in which virtual business maximizes the simulation of safe shopping
environments familiar to consumers in the “real” world. Information is reduced in this
equation to a coarse dichotomy of objects: those that are desired and obtainable and
those that are not. Beyond this bifurcation of desire, Frampton (1985, p. 17) describes
what we see as “increasingly polarized between, on one hand, a so-called “high-tech”
approach predicated exclusively upon production and, on the other, the provision of a
“compensatory facade” to cover up the harsh realities of this universal system.” This
facade is also found in the “graphical” web browsers, which obscure existing
information systems and permits organizations to translate existing functions and the
rationale of capitalism into virtual space. Netscape Navigator, an example of one of the
windows onto cyberspace, encapsulates the borrowing/plug-in philosophy of post-
modern architectural design by enabling a facade that is extendible, customizable, and
readily changed.

In cyberspace, information is transferred from one computer to another with
dynamic mechanization. When information is not shared, participation in the information
economy is denied. Information existing on the edge of the information economy is
removed from the exchanges that systematically perpetuate the existence of this
economy. The transference of knowledge as shared pieces of communicated information
is the central rationale of this space. This spatially aware culture of exchange is not a
unigue phenomenon. The maintenance of all social constructions relies upon similar
exchanges. Myth, legends, and particular cultural knowledge rely upon the maintenance
of information networks across time and space. What is different about information
exchanges in cyberspace and other spaces of social constructions is that the exchange
occurs within a single communication medium.

Other interactive processes are also necessary for the conduct of business and the
administration of organizations. It is the ability to consume material goods and
physically bound services that separates the interactivity of organizations located in real
life from those occupying virtual space. Organizations occupying virtual space differ
from the real life organizational structure because it is information, and not physical
items, that is transacted. The “presence” of a home page does not guarantee visitations,
however, or incorporation into the information economy. Virtual organizations and
social organizations generally, regardless of their motivating force or projected goals,
rely upon mutually shared communication to persist. In cyberspace, the processes of
communication differ from those of real life. The virtual environment and its configura-
tion as a compressed from of time and space is heavily reliant upon the continuous
availability of technologically mediated exchanges (Barrett, Sahay, and Walsham 1996,
p. 42). This is an important consideration for defining space in terms of bounded
differences.
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Time and Space

“Virtuality” has an association of time and space. An object is understood in terms of it
existence, its connection to “reality,” or its mathematical or scientific representation
(Lefebvre 1991, p. 1). A virtual “thing” has no physical existence, as such, but is made
to appear so through software applications (Jones 1993, pp. 29-33). The object in virtual
space has no physical construct. The virtually constructed object can now be understood
in terms of its existence in a space that has been created through information technolo-
gies. Wark (1991) describes this specific spatial development by claiming that “ where
we no longer have roots we have aerials. Where we no longer have origins we have
terminals.” Spatial positioning, even positioning that is undertaken virtually, is
understood in terms of relationships to objects and particularly to the human and more
particularly the Western notion of humanism and the absence of the Cartesian object
(Jones 1993, p. 25). Significantly, the existence of virtual space challenges existing
notions of bound space by blurring the boundaries that “reality” assumes. Reality that
is constructed via existing monolithic structures, “things” that dominate the spaces of
daily life, can be critically presented as meaning-stabilizing entities. The existence of
objects in cyberspace does not require physical presence to determine social meaning.
This dissolution of the solid also presents a challenge to modernist organizational
constructs. Similarly, postmodern ideology seeks to challenge such understandings.
Deleuze and Guattari (1983) decenter anthrocentric philosophies by arguing that humans
are appendages to machines. In this perspective, machines are the active forces that
produce flows of matter/energy. It is the machine that divides, defines, and then codifies
these matter flows onto the bodies of humans, which consequently establishes a network
of boundaries. In a similar vein to Deleuze and Guattari's non-human centered analysis,
spatial examination provides an alternative perspective to understanding, which can then
be applied to information systems.

Elias’ description of “spatialization” describes space as an empty container that we
are always attempting to fill. The separation of the individual from the social system
reinforces constructs that assert the presence of an ego residing “within” or alternatively
“inside” the individual, while society is somehow positioned “outside” (Elias in Cooper
1989, p. 484). In this form of analysis, social systems occupy a boundless space outside
the individual and are disjointed from the bounded space defined by the body. Virtual
reality challenges the dominant notion of dichotomized binaries. The individual's
presence and notion of self are not so easily positioned in distinction to the interactions
of cyberspace (Meyrowitz 1985, p. 117). The participants cannot locate their interactions
at the terminal on which they are working, at the many hundreds of terminals in which
their message might be posted, to, or along the electronic cables that create global (or at
least Western) connectivity. This experience makes “place” an increasingly complex
understanding as the decreased association of communications with physical presence
challenges dualistic representations of physicality and spatiality. Apart from a few
exceptions (see Baskerville, Travis, and Truex 1992; Cooper 1989; Cooper and Burrell
1988; Kraft and Truex 1994; Ngwenyama 1991). “Modern” organizational forms tend
to be analyzed and constructed from these positions. They are predominant in
discussions of the organization’s physical construction and reinforce underlying
assumptions when studying information systems.
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The organization unbound in the physical sense from a particular location and
therefore spatial associations can be described as virtua. In this manner, all organiza-
tions have an element of virtuality to them. However, organizations, as part of their
operating rationale, seek to minimize discrepancies in time and space. The traditional
Weberian notion of the organization and its structured effortsto contain the unexpected
relies on a calculation of efficiency relating directly to the structuring of time and space
(Cooper and Burrell 1988, p. 92). Efficient workers, businesses, and organizations are
assessed as holding an economic worth. Operations in virtual space, however, are
conducted in a compressed state in which vast distance and separate aspects of redl life
spaces are immediately accessible. The associations of time and space are formulated
according to the scale of weeks, days, hours, minutes, and seconds. This scale is
inappropriate to virtual space and the interaction that occurs there, requiring different
social constructions of scalesand different associations of timeto space. A reassessment
of economic worth within the measure of these scalesis also needed. Kraft and Truex
(1994, 113) describe organizations operating in virtual space with many names, “the
disparative organization, the imaginary organization, the adaptive organization, the
learning organization, the flexfirm, the agile enterprise, the pulsating organization, the
network organization and, inevitably, the virtual organization.” These organizational
forms are constructed as fluid entities and integrate the knowledge of inevitable and
continual change into their structure. The structures and boundaries of these organiza-
tions are always at a point of emergence and realignment.

Traditional Representations of Organizations

The employee, employer, and consumer all carry and convey particular representations
of the organization. However, these representations are generally through traditional rule
and task orientated perspectives that emphasize completing a set task by a number of
individuals in a cooperative manner. It is important to position the traditional notions of
organization in juxtaposition to the application of a postmodern position on this concept.
Understanding of the organization has been dominated by Weber’s interpretation
of the modern bureaucratic organization gsogess (Cooper and Burrell 1988, p. 92).
This process reasserts the dominance by the organization of the social and physical
environment rather than the organizatiper se. This suggests that the rational
organization exist as a response to forces that cannot be understood or controlled. The
organization progresses as a series of responses to “errors” as countermaneuvers to this
uncertainty, establishing within this process maximum stability and consensus (Cooper
and Burrell 1988, p. 93). This position typifies notions of “us” and “them” that are
constructed to position those within a rational organization as different from those
outside it. The members of an organization understand its machinations from within this
bounded existence. Those experiencing a social reality within the organization adhere
to particular rules of existence for the organization while those outside this border may
not. Maintenance of these boundaries minimizes irrationality and unpredictable
occurrences within these boundaries but only for those experiencing the social reality
found within those boundaries. However, this position problematizes the understanding
of organizational structure. This view establishes an emic perspective and potentially
reduces prospects of organizational development.
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The prevailing definition of an organization, and particularly in its administrative
and economic role, produces systems of socia rationality (Cooper and Burrell 1988,
p. 92). Modernity seeks to perfect itself through the power of rational thought as the
claimed essential essence of humanity. Postmodernism strives for critical and highly
contextual positionsthat challenge metanarratives, such asthe ethnocentric rationaliza-
tions of the Enlightenment. Metanaratives are double-edged swords within the fields of
information systems, management, and education. The need to formul ate parameters of
understanding for practical application becomes a process of reaffirmation and
consensus-making, which minimizes change and the voice of critique.

Blurring the Boundaries

Theincreasing utilization and globe spanning existence of €l ectronically mediated social
exchange networks is not defined with simplistic categorization. The development of
organizations in virtual space and equally the development of virtual organizationsin

“real space” reveal the contradictions found in organizations constructed within a
modernist framework. The virtual organization is not a fixed entity bound to a physical
location or predetermined system. The tautology of the “virtual organization” signifies
the difficulty of effacing spatial physicality or geographic location from an organization
or bureaucracy that is built upon implied physicality.

The modernist tradition represents organizations and bureaucracies as a “bound and
coherent agglomerations of structures, rules, regulations, goals and shared rationality
which emphasizes performance enhanced efficiencies” (Cooper and Burrell 1988, p. 96).
These performance driven and economistic models craft a reality defined by an ordering
of social relations within the framework of functional rationality and a knowable and
objective reality. The postmodern turn in literary studies and social theory found in the
writings of Lyotard (1993), Baurdrillard (1983), Foucault (1990) and, in a slightly
different form, Derrida (1994) provides a shifted emphasis and prioritization for research
presented in the name of information systems. Functionalist examinations of an
organization present it as operating below maximum economic efficiency in an effort to
fix boundaries that minimize unpredicted and undesirable outcomes (Weber 1962). In
this sense, discussion of the organization as an organism typifies modernist analysis and
encourages the theorist to draw boundaries around the subject of study and the
environment. In this instance, the researcher fixes their concern with a somewhat
arbitrary relationship between the organization and the environment (Morgan and
Smirchich 1980, p. 496).

Existing Research into Related Topic Areas

The utilization of the virtual environment for business and organizational practice is
rapidly increasing (Jorn, Duin Hill, and Wahlstrom 1996; Olson 1997; van Alstyne and
Brynjolfsson 1996),. For this reason, examinations and adaptations of the implementa-
tion of conventional or traditional information systems practices is needed. Although
there are a growing number of studies being carried out about the World Wide Web, the
Internet, and Virtual Reality, they differ from the approach outlined in this paper. There
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is a significant amount of study on electronic commerce and how best to utilize the
Internet and WWW for businesses and organizational practices (Ciborra 1996; Handy

1995) and for profit-orientated ventures (Handy 1995; Kraft and Truex 1994). Thereis

also much discussion on the virtual organization (see Bandow 1998; Cavayeet al. 1997,

Jorn, Duin Hill, and Wahlstrom 1996; Olson 1997 ) and the workplace effects that
e-mail, teleconferencing, and virtua interactions have on organizations (Jorn, Duin Hill,

and Wahlstrom 1996; Olson 1997) and Transnational Information Systems (T1S)
(Bandow 1998; Cavayeet al. 1997). These studiestend to utilize group systems support

(GSS) (Atkinson 1997), computer supported cooperative work (CSCW) (Kristofferson

1994), management strategies (Hovav 1998), decisions support systems (DSS) (Takao

1998), and existing notions of the quality of Web interface to achieve the desired output

of the information system. The ideas presented in this paper begin the development of

a research strategy that emphasizes critical analysis by embracing an aternative
theoretical approach to information systems (see Ngwenyama1991). Itissuggested here

that this can be achieved by employing the tenets of postmodern analysis. Particularly,

the application of areflexive position can be utilized when analyzing or researching an
organization. This identifies the researcher’s position within the research framework, as
well as clarifying the overarching theoretical application of organizational study. These
approaches alleviate some of the contradictions in the researcher’s assumptions and limit
imposing presupposed notions onto the organizational practices of those being
researched.

The ideas presented in this paper differ from those in the information systems
literature in a number of assumptions. First, the virtual environment is not a given, nor
is it a continuation of existing technological infrastructure. Second, itis an examination
of the philosophical importance of the creation and utilization of a space (Davies,
Harvey, and Roll 1993) for their impact on information systems. Third, there is a
significant shift from the concerns of a human centered interpretation, which allows the
researcher to uncover the differences in operation of the information system in both the
virtual and real life environments. It is argued that, through the utilization of postmodern
and alternative theoretical positions, the implications for information system operating
within organizations, virtual or otherwise, can be viewed differently from those of
modernistic forms of scientific enquiry. This observation is further compounded when
this theoretical position is applied to nontraditional organizations that are not maintained
within fixed boundaries of real life and specifically those information systems operating
from within virtual space.

Conclusion

Four specific recommendations are put forward in this paper that information systems
researchers could consider in future studies. These can be particularly considered for the
implications of virtual space on organizations. First, the adoption of detailed consider-
ation of any social or cultural phenomena that postmodern analysis requires. Second, that
there exists within the social sciences and the field of information systems the
construction of a range of metanarratives that perpetuate particular notions of form or
structure, e.g., modern vs. postmodern. Third, positivistically grounded assertions
require assumptions that rely on the existence of a knowable and definable situation: a
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position of “us” and “them,” which reinforces the framework of “otherness.” Fourth,
this position identifies the absence of self-reflexivity when research and analysis of the
information system occurs. Therefore, information system researchers should consider
the consequences of their research when describing and analyzing the organization,
projecting themselves and their vision of that organization into the consequent analysis.
These notions are significant considerations, which can contribute to the existing modes
of analysis and appraisal being utilized in the area of information systems. They are also
necessary when examining virtual space and the blurring boundaries of organizations.

Future Directions and Studies

The assertions put forward in this paper will be further explored and developed in a
doctoral thesis. The thesis will examine the operation and utilization of informal and
formal information systems within virtual space. This research, in line with the
discussion above, will attempt to utilize and adapt an alternative theoretical and
methodological position developed from postmodern analysis. A reflexive position will
be utilized through examining the information system via spatial analysis.
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