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Abstract 
 This paper argues for a situationist understanding of 
the role and context of IS (Information Systems) development. 
Social philosophers analysis of ‘the machine’ and its dynamics 
indicate a mechanism of entrapment of human activity, to which 
information systems developments are uncritically referenced. 
Debord’s concept of the Spectacle is found helpful in analysing 
this and it is our contention that Information Systems development 
is one of the Spectacle’s most powerful contemporary mechanisms 
for self-preservation. Established power structure guarantee 
the maintenance of this, and the questions arises as to whether 
truly emancipatory developments are possible without a radical 
philosophy.
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Introduction                                                                      
 This paper is concerned with laying open the implicit 
philosophical underpinning of mainstream information systems 
developments as an agent in the maintenance of social stability, 
where designing for the appropriation, and formal commodification,  
of human knowledge and action is unspoken yet often significant 
goal of many information systems. This goes beyond the naively 
representational, to the larger aim of including humans as 
specialized knowledge producers and consumers, as a designed 
part of a mechanized or systematizes information system. The 
larger human activity system in this view necessarily takes on the 
characteristics of the machine, which in extremis tends towards 
an indifferent, closed system of interacting functions based on an 
essential separation. Debord’s concept of the Spectacle (Debord 
1967) provides an analytical framework that clearly explicates 
the working of this process. In this paper we assert that this is the 
uncritical and tacit philosophical goal underpinning IS development 
and we indicate its crucial potential in the maintenance of stability 
and the status quo.

 Proverbially, knowledge is power, but information, in a 
relativistic world largely governed by economic imperatives, may 
be the next best thing. Recent approaches to IS development in 
an anti-realist intellectual context are driven by philosophies in 
which human participate freely in constructing their own worlds. 
In contrast, to support the more prevalent ideals of economic 
rationalism, information systems are designed systematically to 
capture and process the cognitions and activities previously unique 
to humans. We would argue that it is the ethical responsibility of 
IS workers to choose between these goals in a philosophically 
sophisticated manner and their duty to be aware of the factors 
that enable or hinder the achievement of these goals.

A. Society, Machine and Spectacle    
 According to Boulding, historically the basic organizing 
principle of society is for war, and the ‘world war industry’ steadily 
accounts for around 10% of the output of the global economy 
(Boulding 1963). Whilst considerable contemporary warfare 
is economic, technological, and information based, alliances 

dominant in those weapon areas are likely to be successful by 
materialistic criteria. Information Systems are naturally conscripted 
into the service of this effort, and with the projected trends towards 
increased service economies, knowledge work and technological 
haves and have-nots, a new world order is being established. The 
larger point is that we are currently witnessing huge, inertial and 
unmanageable global systems closely interacting and doing so in 
a manner beyond easy (and perhaps any) human intervention.

 Lewis Mumford’s analysis of the influence of the 
machine’s historical development demonstrates the dehumanizing 
effects of the trend towards increased qualification, efficiency, 
order and detached objectivity in the human character. His 
aim was not to deprecate these as such, but rather his concern 
was with the ability of the human character to assimilate the 
‘lessons of the mechanical realm’ to progress to a richer, more 
essentially human, world beyond them (Brod 1984). Naturally the 
increasing interdependence of machines and the pace of change in 
computerization of most aspects of everyday civilized life are far 
greater than in the industrial age, resulting in a decreasing ability 
for individuals to exercise informed free will.

 Debord (1967, 1988) in a succinct analysis extended this, 
dealing the workings and character of this phenomenon, which 
he referred to as the Spectacle. The relevant aspects of his theory 
for this study compromise the economic and political production 
systems that consume human labour and creativity, and distract 
with a bewildering variety of consumer options for the consumers’ 
so-called leisure time. In the Integrated Spectacle the systems of 
production join forces with the systems of technologies, and the 
convergence of these huge systems conspires to contain human 
existence and activity within its mechanistic and a-moral motive 
of self-perpetuation. Any activity or opposition within the system 
are irrelevant to it, since, indifferently, it hosts and survives these. 
In Debord’s (1967) own words…      

 “The spectacle is the constantly changing, self-organizing 
and self-sustaining expression of the modern form of production” 
(Debord 1967)

 Debord’s concept of the Spectacle was originally 
recognised in both diffuse and concentrated forms, which have 
now become integrated. The two forms corresponded generally 
to the free market and totalitarian approaches extant at that time. 
Bracken (no date) notes Debord’s tracing of ‘the autocratic reign 
of the market economy which had acceded to an irresponsible 
sovereignty, and the totality of new techniques of government 
which accompanied this reign… (and their subsequent unification) 
around the stronger, diffuse form where spectacular economy 
and spectacular government are ubiquitous, transforming and 
ruling the globe.’ Bracken advocates further effort along the lines 
of a Bakhtinian-parasituationist dialogue rather than following 
what he calls ‘the nihilistically cynical path of Baudrillard’. 
Incessant technological innovation and ‘the fusion of state and 
economy’ are key characteristics of the integrated Spectacle, 
and the relationships among information, power and secrecy are 
critical to its operation. We content that Information Systems are 
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unavoidably caught up in the service of the Spectacle, supporting 
the preservation of the Integrated Spectacle. Although within that, 
judgments of locally good or locally bad outcomes may be made 
for any particular development; in the large view the quality of 
human life is significantly compromised.

 Further understanding of the maintenance of the Spectacle 
can be given by complexity theories, such as Kampis’ (1991) 
theory of component systems, which gives a formal and profound 
analysis of how non-computable systems occur, and suggests how 
this may be a source of spontaneous creativity in the universe. To 
the extent that such systems are morally indifferent and indeed 
literally inhuman, there is no requirement for them to obey any 
ethical codes other than those afforded by their limitations and 
the human adoption of such systems. However they originally 
arise, once established or reified as institutions, they can become 
objects of policy and the lower order systems then act in the 
service of the higher. This naturally means that a component may 
be sacrificed or have its nature altered, as the larger system follows 
the logic of its dynamics. Ethical questions to be asked with the 
development of information systems concern the purposes within 
which it is conceived. Is an information system commissioned 
within logic of economic rationalism, serving and obeying the 
unconscionable dynamics of capital? Or is an assured, sincere 
emancipatory purpose intended, in which human values, both 
immediate and distant, are paramount?

 Kling’s (1994) analysis of the car-computer analogy 
demonstrates how consequences both designed and unanticipated 
emerge through purposive activity; however once such 
consequences take hold, systems which maintain and constrain 
further activity become established. A car, considered as a system 
for elite personal transportation emerges from the engineered 
components of chassis, engine etc. Properties such as social status 
and convenience, which are desirable to purchasers, are now 
established. An industry develops, road systems and town planning 
are organized around the existence of cars, and a dependency 
on them becomes established. This become self-perpetuating as 
many Australian and other cities can testify. Quality of life again 
is conditioned by such systems. Although the system at the level 
of the car may have been designed, these consequences were not, 
and perhaps could never have been foreseen by early engineers.
Similarly the computer needs to be studied not just a speedy 
processor, the information system not just as a tool for competitive 
advantage, but as one element of a complex socio-political-
technical system. In the light of Debord’s analysis, we would 
add to Kling’s analysis that offering increased choice among 
more sophisticated commodities whilst encouraging dependency 
simultaneously gives end users apparently increased options for 
construction and consumer choice, and yet maintain the status quo. 
The relentless updating of technologies with increased features 
and capabilities is motivated by the Spectacular desire to maintain 
its existing power, disguised by the subsidiary goal of profit. Such 
power maintenance, with the attendant creation of inequalities, 
oppressions and incompatibilities is essential for sustaining the 
values of the Spectacle. Maintaining an efficient workforce 
whilst permitting “creative control” is one of the implicit design 
criteria for many information systems, and by making this explicit, 
effective control within organizations can be maintained.

B. Information Systems and Spectacular Society
 It is our contention that the trends in Information Systems 

development are currently one of the Spectacle’s most powerful 
mechanisms for self-preservation. This is achieved by using the 
techniques of providing attractive user options, apparent autonomy 
and choice, promise of leisure time and enriched work and leisure 
possibilities, whilst continuing to reinforce the dependence 
of increasing arenas of human activity on systems of techno-
economic interests.

 In recent years the traditional development of information 
systems has been modified in reaction to three strands of 
development. Traditional systems development life cycle (SDLC) 
is often critiqued as un-adaptive, slow, inviting early obsolescence, 
over-documented, and based on an assumption of business and 
structural stability which no longer hold. Secondly, the Internet 
phenomenon has improved access to information, allowed for 
easier publishing and changed the parameters of marketing and 
the supply chain. Finally, the increased growth of End User 
Computing and Development allows for greater dissemination 
of ideas, but has many problems of quality, compatibility, and 
professional practice. All these developments can be interpreted 
as positive moves away from centralized control and towards 
more emancipatory Information System development. Debord’s 
analysis asks us to look more critically at this assumption. We will 
return to the role of changing development paradigms and EUC 
(End User Computing), whilst his comments on technology apply 
generally to Internet based economies and communities…

 “With the advent of long distance mass communication 
the isolation of the population has become a much more effective 
means of control. But the general trend toward isolation, which is 
the essential reality of urbanism, must also embody a controlled 
reintegration of the workers based on the planned needs of 
production and consumption” (Debord 1967) 

 The previously dominant philosophical position of 
Realism permitted modernist concepts such as knowledge, truth 
and fact to distinguish among “information” laden formulations 
of belief representations and concomitantly implied systems 
developments from a scientific basis. In situationist theory, all is 
information; hence differences among its formalizations become 
significant. According to some, such as Rorty (1980) the applicable 
shibboleth may finally be aesthetic or pragmatic and the value of 
information, while never absolute, is given by qualities of secrecy, 
exclusivity, potential to carry multiple meanings, impenetrability, 
and power to lead and mislead. These are managed through power 
structures with levels of opacity, authority and governance.

C. Power in the hands of the Few and Many  
 The current world order demonstrates a centralized, 
top-down model, from the Bilderberg Group downwards. The 
Bilderberg group was described by one participant as 

 “An international forum in which political leaders and 
economist express their personal views on topics of general 
interest, particularly in the spheres of foreign policy and world 
economics”

 Members include around 120 of the most powerful men 
and women in Europe and North America, including royalty, 
diplomats, presidents and prime ministers, bankers, chars of 
multinationals and Fortune 500 companies, media representatives 
and college fellows (Spotlight, 1996). Although their activities 
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have largely been clouded in secrecy, members have claimed 
to initiate/influence such major developments as the Treaty of 
Rome, single Euro currency and the reestablishment of US-China 
relations (Overbeck). This group enables centralized control to be 
planned and exercised through the power structures that operate in 
the world, and provides a model for corporations and governments 
to follow.

 Power within organizations is similarly exercised via 
centralized top down control, limiting the damage that any semi-
autonomous group can do. Similar mechanisms can be designed 
into corporate information systems as a series of overriding 
constraints, allowing tinkering within particular levels of authority 
to take place with no meaningful effects at higher levels. Using 
strategies of occlusion, higher levels of corporate control can be 
made invisible to those at lower levels, and indeed oppositions 
maintained through this device.

 In Foucault’s classic panoptic system (Foucault, 1979) 
the entire system can be controlled by a single person placed at the 
centre, since the outside is always visible (see also Sayer & Harvey, 
1997). In the post-panoptic system, the system is structured so 
that everyone has a camera, and the power relations although 
more destabilized and dynamic, are no less effective (Sawchuk, 
no date). Gelertner’s (1992) concept of Mirror Worlds describes 
the architecture of social control in a past-panoptic culture. 
Access to past information stored in the system, asynchronous 
communication, even with oneself, and immunity from classical 
notions of space and time makes architecture based on flows and 
virtuality. Surely this describes the information systems we see 
being designed under the banners of CSCW (Computer Supported 
Cooperative Work), knowledge management and organizational 
memory systems. Two key features and their fragmentizing 
tendencies are described by Sawchuk (no date) as follows: 

 “The system is radically decentralized, there is no central 
guard who monitors the prisoners on the outside, and indeed there 
are no walls, but only a network, or asynchronous ensembles. Yet, 
this decentralization only further serves to render the operation 
of power more efficiently and intensively”
 “We simultaneously occupy multiple positions within 
this system, rupturing most clear dialectical distinctions between 
oppressed and oppressor; we set up agents or spies, enter with 
cameramen by our sides, at the same time as we are obviously a 
part of any scenario being depicted”

 The increasing role of surveillance technologies creates 
the necessary belief that individuals are being watched and 
will be held accountable. Staples argues that new surveillance 
technologies have stripped away personal freedom and taken 
control of human interaction to the point that it regulates and 
changes our behaviour.

 Although initially proposed to prevent illegal activity, the 
role has been expanded to include, but not limited to, consumer 
habit tracking and workplace productivity. Two examples 
demonstrate the potential for information systems to be used in 
this manner. A 59 year old man shopping at a Los Angeles store 
broke his knee when he slipped on spilled yoghurt. Unable to drive 
or work, he sued, but a mediator allegedly tried to settle saying 
the store had information that he bought a lot of alcohol, and 
would use those records in court. Elsewhere, a Maryland company 

was exposed in 1998 as providing marketers with its customers’ 
prescription purchasing information: effectively betraying their 
medical records (Vogel, 1998).

 Because these uses have become so widespread, 
Staples argues it is making all individuals more controllable 
and manageable. There is a starling parallel between modern 
surveillance and Foucault’s description of official surveillance 
of a plague-stricken town (end C17th), where…  
   
 “This enclosed, segmented space, observed at every 
point, in which the individuals are inserted in a fixed place, in 
which the slightest movements are supervised, in which all events 
are recorded, in which an uninterrupted work of writing links 
the centre and periphery, in which power is exercised without 
division, according to a continuous hierarchical figure, in which 
each individual is constantly located, examined and distributed” 
(Discipline and Punish 1977)

 This tendency towards total visibility merges with 
the quantum (catastrophic) shift of categories at the age of the 
Spectacle, where the division of labour breaks down and secret 
agent become revolutionaries, and vice-versa. “The highest 
ambition of the integrated spectacle is still to turn secret agents into 
revolutionaries, and revolutionaries into secret agents” (Debord, 
1988).

 Postmodern bureaucracy, (cyber-bureaucracy) “operates 
within the Nietzschean terrain of ‘both/and’: concurrent universal 
assent and universal denial being the sine qua non of the 
administered lives willed to us by Adorno’s Minimia Moralia” 
(Kroker et al, 1989). This is the circular context upon which 
the survival of the Spectacle depends. As Bracken notes “What 
should be avoided is not the unavoidable – ideology – but systems 
thinking in general”. Putting Bracken’s insight into an IS context 
makes clear the basic contradiction which sustains IS theorization 
as a maintenance function of the Spectacle itself. Dialectics 
merely perpetuate opposites already contained and essentially 
structured by the Spectacular apologists, and allow individual 
adherents a manageable stability through permitting formulation 
of preferences and arguments along previously constructed 
dimensions. Systems thinking describes a closed framework 
whereby power can be relativized and individual potential limited 
and managed, technologically enabling a bewildering choice of 
means, with apparent freedom to construct one’s own situations, 
whilst ensuring these are contained, is the role given to systems 
designers in maintaining the illusion of autonomy.

 If situations are truly to be constructed according to the 
purposes of those who inhabit the situation, this implies for IS 
an approach founded on dynamic end user development. This is 
obviously threatening to the traditional top down power structures. 
However, the mechanisms of self-preservation indicated above 
mitigate against any significant challenge to the established world 
order. When individuals think situationalistically for themselves, 
leading to the sensual construction of worlds of their own ideation, 
rather than within the confines which maintain the Spectacular 
Society, a radical change is implied, which some would argue 
necessitates a complete overthrow of the status quo (Vaneigem, 
1967, Kaczynski, no date). The latter explicitly advocates 
overthrowing the economic and technological basis of society. 
Using new technological potential with emancipatory intent in a 
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gradualist manner can be subverted by the self-sustaining nature 
of Spectacular Society.

 Whilst there are many existing examples of successful 
emancipatory development (Asaro, 1996) yet they are still in 
essence contributing to the continuation of the Spectacle. The 
essential question is whether it is possible to engage in any 
meaningful empowerment within the Spectacular framework, 
enlightened by a philosophical appreciation of its workings, or 
whether a radical repositioning is fundamentally required.

References       
[1] Asaro, P M.,“Transforming Society by Transforming 

Technology: The Science and Politics of Participatory 
Design”, University of Illinois Press, Urbana, 1996.

[2] Boulding, K E.,"The World War Industry as an Economic 
Problem’ in Emile Benoit and Kenneth E Boulding (eds.), 
“Disarmament and the Economy”, Harper and Row, New 
York, 1963.

[3] Bracken, L.,“The Spectacle of Secrecy CTHEORY”, [Online] 
Available: www.aec.at/ctheory/ctheory.html

[4] Brod, C.,“Techno Stress: The Human Cost of the Computer 
Revolution”, Addison Wesley, USA, 1984.

[5] Debord, G.,“The society of the Spectacle”, (1967). Buchet 
Chastel Paris Trans D Nicholson Smith, Zone Books, New 
York, 1994. 

[6] Debord, G.,“Comments on the Society of the Spectacle 
Editions”, Gerald Lebovici, Paris, 1988.

[7] Foucault, M.,“Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the 
Prison”. Vintage Books, 1979. Translation of Surveiller et 
punir, Alan Sheridan, Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1977.

[8] Gammack, J G.; Jenkins, D G., ‘Learning from design histories 
in concurrent engineering’, “Computers in Industry”. 1997, 
pp. 83-90.

[9] Gelertner, D., “Mirror Worlds; or the day software puts the 
universe in a shoe box…how it will happen and what it will 
mean”. Oxford University Press Inc., New York, 1992.

[10] Kaczynski, T., (no date). “Industrial Society and Its Future”. 
[Online] Available: www.panix.com/~clays/Una/index.
html

[11] Kampis, G., “Self modifying systems in biology and cognitive 
science: a new framework for dynamics, information and 
complexity”. IFSR International series in Science and 
Engineering, Vol. 6, Pergamon Press, Oxford, 1991.

[12] Kling, R., ‘Computers as Tools and as Social Systems: The 
Car-Computer Analogy’ in Kling R (ed.), “Computerization 
and Controversy: Value Conflicts and Social Choices”. 
Academic Press, San Diego, 2nd Ed, 1996.

[13] Kroker et al., “Panic Chromatic Bureaucracy, Panic 

Encyclopedia”. St Martin’s Press (New York), Macmillan 
(London), and New World Perspectives (Montreal), 1989. 
[Online] Available: www.freedonia.com/panic/bureaucracy/
bureaucracy.html

[14] Mumford, L., “Technics and Civilization”. Harcourt, Brace 
and Company, New York, 1934.

[15] Overbeck C., (no date). “Planning the World’s futures behind 
closed doors”. [Online] Available: http://parascope.com/mx/
articles/bilderberg03.htm

[16] Rorty, R., “Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature”. Blackwell, 
Oxford, 1980.

[17] Sayer, K.; Harvey, L.,“The Panopticon and the Rhetoric of 
Empowerment in Business Process Reengineering (BPR)”, 
Proceedings of the 8th Australian Conference on Information 
Systems, University of South Australia on September, 
1997.

[18] Sawchuk, K A., “Post Panoptic Mirrored Worlds”. [Online] 
Available: http://eserver.org/ctheory/

[19] Staples, W., “The Culture of Surveillance: Discipline and 
Social Control in the United States”. St. Martin’s Press, NY, 
1997.

[20] “SPOTLIGHT”. Special Bilderberg Issue, Spotlight 
Magazine, December, 1996.

[21] Vaneigem, R., “The Revolution of Everyday Life”. 1967. 
Translated by Donald Nicholson Smith, Zone Books, NY, 
1994.

[22] Vogel, J., (1998). “Getting to know all about you”. 
[Online] Available: www.salonmagazine.com/21st/
feature/1998/10/14featureb.html

Asm Sayem is a Research Fellow and a 
lead lecturer at School of Engineering 
and Technology, Higher Education 
Division in Central Queensland 
University, Australia. He is an 
associate editor of ANGLISTICUM - 
an International Journal of Literature, 
Linguistics & Interdisciplinary Studies 
(published from USA). His Doctoral 
thesis is “E-assessment as learning? 
E-assessment in higher education 
and cultural instruction to non-native 

English speaker students: exploring the interface”. He has received 
his Masters by Research (SE) from University of Wollongong, 
Australia where his MS thesis was “Why software development 
fails and how to make it successful”. His research interests include 
‘Pedagogical model of E-assessment and related theoretical 
framework, E-pedagogy and methodological issues, Higher 
Education, University’s NESB/NNES students learning behaviour 
and academic nexus, Leadership in Australian universities’.


