


translation model in which such command, if it is successful, results from the actions of a chain of

agents each of whom 'translates' it in accordance with his/her own projects.(1986, 264)
Latour relates this diffusion model to the 'inertia' principle of physics. He states, "according to the
inertia principle token [objects] will move in the same direction as long as there is no obstacle"
(267). According to Latour, within this 'diffusion model' there are three elements which spread
objects through time al.nd space: "the initial force that triggers the movements and which constitutes
its only energy; the inertia that conserves this energy; and the medium through which the token
circulates". In contrast to the diffusion model, Latour (1986) argues that in the ‘translation model',
first, ‘there is no inertia account of the spread of a token'; and second, the 'social action' is seen as a
continuously ‘transformative’ process. To support this, Latour expounds that:

When no one is there to take up the statement or the token then it simply stops... The initial force of
the first in the chain is no more important than that of the second, or the fortieth, or the four hundredth
person... If you want the token to move on you have to find fresh sources of energy all the time; you can
never rest on what you did before, no more than rugby players can rest for the whole game after the
Jirst player has given the ball its firsz kick. (1986, 267)
Thirdly, he proclaims that the chains of actors are actively participating (performative rather than
ostensive) in the shaping of facts and artefacts. He writes:

Each of the people in the chain is not simply resisting a force or transmitting it in the way they would

in the diffusion model; rather, they are doing something essential for the existence and maintenance of

the token. In other words, the chain is made of actors - not the patients - and since the token is in

everyone's hands in tum, everyone shapes it according to their different projects. (Latour 1986, 268)
Law (1986, 17) argues that in the translation model the concept 'power’ is treated as a composition,
that is, "the composition of a set of actors who are temporarily enrolled in the schemes of the
powerful and who accordingly lend their efforts to his/her project”. One of the central leitmotifs of
this translation model is that there is not a background, a determinant social structure that may be
observed by social scientists. Rather, 'what may be observed are sets of different people trying to
define the nature of social structure, and then trying to persuade others to subscribe to that
definition' (Law 1986). Thus, this school (the constructivist school of science and technology
studies) advances a methodological corollary that "social scientists should stop trying to determine
the nature of social structure that they believe generates these conflicts, and instead treat the latter
as data". In other words, "society is not seen as the referent of ostensive definition, but rather is seen
as being performed through the various efforts to define it" (Law 1986, 18).

Latour (1987) suggests that we should study 'science in the making' or 'science-in-action' rather than
'ready made science'. In adopting Latour's (1987) approach, Preston et al (1992, 264) note that
"Latour suggests that in order to better understand the nature of technology we should examine the
processes involved in its fabrication. In this respect scientific facts and technical artefacts, for
example machines, are not viewed as being part of a pre-existing natural order, simply waiting to be
discovered by the people in academia and in the commercial world. Rather, they are the result of an
elaborate process of fabrication." Thus, according to Latour, the "facts and artefacts (technology)

continually changes shape and content as alliances are stitched together to achieve it" (Cockburn
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1992). Latour, therefore, is of the opinion that 'science and technology' are socially constructed.
This conforms with his (Latour 1987, 259) inculcation of principles, especially, his first and third

principles, as follows:

First principle The fate of facts [science] and machines [technology] is in later users’' hands, their
qualities are thus a consequence, not a cause, of a collective action.

Third principle We are never confronted with science, technology and society, but with a gamut of
weaker and stronger associations;, thus understanding what facts and machines are is in the same task
as understanding who people are.

Referring to the cybernetic literature, Latour (1987) introduces a concept called the 'black box' to
refer to a piece of machinery or a set of commands whenever it is too complex. According to Latour
(1987), to build a 'black box', whether this is a theory or a machine, it is necessary to enrol others so
that they believe it, take it up and spread it. The control of the builder is therefore seldom absolute.
"The new allies shape the idea or artefact to their own will - they do not so much transmit as

translate it" (Cockburn 1992, 34). Thus, the concept of sociology of translation is determined

As mentioned earlier, there have been inputs into the concept of 'sociology of translation' or actor-
network approach by other technoscientists such as Michel Callon and his colleagues (cf. Callon
1986, Callon et al. 1986). For example, according to Callon (1986), the 'actor-network' or
'translation’ approach, as noted by Law:

.. is based on the assumption that as actors struggle with one another they first determine their
existence and then (if that existence is secured) define their characteristics. An actor that exists is thus
one that is able to exert itself upon others. It attempts the latter by borrowing the force of others in a
process that Callon calls ‘translation’. This process involves four stages. First, an actor tries to make
itself indispensable to others - to force them to come to it. Having done so - it moves to a second stage -
called by Callon 'interessement' - in which it attempts to lock these others into place by coming
between them and their alternatives. It is at this stage that discretion is removed and the actors so
trapped become authorities in the sense defined by Barnes. The third step involves both the definition
of the roles that ate to be played by these 'authorities’ and the way in which they are to relate to one
another in the scheme devised by the principal actor. This process, which Callon calls enrolment, thus
involves the generation of a network of passive agents that may, for all intents and purposes, be seen as
forming part of the actor in question (hence the term 'actor-network’). Finally, the actors borrow the
force of the passive agents that it has enrolled by turning itself into their spokesman and talking on
their behalf. Callon calls this part of the process mobilisation...(1986, 15-16)

Latour argues that 'there are many methods for studying the fabrication of scientific facts and
artefacts'. In the introduction of the volume Science In Action he states that:

... we will not try to analyse the final products, a computer, a nuclear plant, a cosmological theory, the
shape of a double helix, a box of contraceptive pills, a model of economy, instead we will follow
scientists and engineers at the times and at the places where they plan a nuclear plant, undo a
cosmological theory, modify the structure of a hormone for contraception, or desegregate figures used
in a new model of economy... Instead of black boxing the technical aspects of science and then looking
for social influences and biases, ... be there before the box closes and becomes black...

To start our enquiry, we are going to begin from the simplest of all possible situations: when someone
utters a statement, what happens when others believe it or don't believe it. Starting from the more
general situation, we will be gradually led to more particular settings.

Throughout the volume Science In Action, Latour (1987) delivers seven rules for methods of

studying 'scienoe—in-aqtion'. For example, two of these rules are as follows:
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Rule 1 We study science in action and not ready made science or technology; to do so, we either
arrive before the facts and machines are blackboxed or we follow the controversies that reopen them.

Rule 2 To determine the objectivity or subjectivity of a claim, the efficiency or perfection of a

mechanism, we do not look for their intrinsic qualities but all the transformations they undergo later in

the hands of others. (Latour 1987, 258)
Using Latour's rules for methods and his principles, there are attempts to relate accounting theory,
practice and the doing of research. This is to what we will turn in the following. However, it should
be mentioned that the above summary of a Latourian approach may not do justice to all his and the
related works of his colleagues, but such an eclecticism can bring a rich research tradition in

accounting research.
Accounting Research, Ethnography and a Latourian Approach

In the accounting literature, from a non-positivistic research point of view, there are attempts to use
‘ethnography' as a ‘'method of discretion’ in investigating and writing up (representing) micro level
'field works' (see Berry et al, 1985; Dent 1990; Laughlin 1988, Preston et al, 1992; Broadbent ¢t al,
1991; Chua 1993). More recently, there have been attempts to write ethnography particularly using
the works informed by Latour and his colleagues. It is claimed that the works informed by this
authority portray a range of 'tactics, tools and tribulations' (Chua 1993), ‘rules of methods', 'mode of
representations' for investigating and representing the creations and fabrications of 'the doing of
accounting' (Robson 1991, 1992; Preston et al, 1992; Chua 1994) at a micro-organisational

context.

Robson (1991, 550) relates the concept of 'the sociology of translation' to understand the processes
through which accounting and the social can be interrelated. In conceptualising and relating this
translation model to the accounting changes, Robson (1991, 550) argues that the "translation will
refer to the process through which often pre-existing accounting techniques, and their associated
roles, are articulated discursively, in ways that construct individuals' and groups' interest in those
techniques, and may subsequently provide motives for producing changes in accounting” [emphasis
added]. According to Robson (1991, 566), the concept of translation can be seen as a construct for
understanding the specific associations, connections or "positive" relations that are made between
accounting and its social context. Thus, Robson (1991, 566) urges that "in examining accounting
change, it is necessary to attend to the process through which particular accounting statements,
calculations and techniques are subject to a translation into wider social, economic and political
discourses not normally associated with the apparently neutral, technical discourse and practices of

accounting”.

Preston et al (1992) also use Latour's (1987) various concepts in carrying out and writing up the
'field-work' of the budgeting fabrication processes at the NHS (National Health Services) in the UK.
They advocate that:

Our investigation of the fabrication of budgets was particularly informed by three guidelines from
Latour's [1987] rules of method. Firstly, we chose a controversial accounting and budgeting technology
to facilitate the identification of alternative possibilities. Secondly, we mapped networks of resource,
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support and use, both historically and across conventional organisational boundaries, in order to
examine the multiplicity of people involved in the fabrication process. The third guideline was to
attempt to be present in the fabrication process before the black box is closed and debates have died
down. (Preston et Ial, 1992, 567)
In their conclusion, Preston et al (1992, 590) urge that "[j]ust as the study of science has moved into
the laboratory (Latour and Woolgar, 1979) so it may be fruitful if students of accounting in action
also examine the practices and discourse of management consultants, systems analysts, software
engineers and designers, and accountants involved in fabricating accounting and budgeting

systems".

Latour (1987) argues that "there is no way of tying together interested groups (people) unless
'things' are tied with them". To Latour, 'things' can be represented by such aspects as
"machinations” and "inscriptions". In this sense, as advanced in Lodh (1994), it is argued that an
organisational internal control system is no more than tying together people (employees) within and
across various functional areas with "things" (namely, operations, machines and inscriptions). Not
only can such tying be referred to as the interaction between 'machines' and 'people’ but also as
interactions of 'people with people' or 'things with things' or 'machines with machines’. Depending
on the size and the environment in which the organisation operates such tying can vary from a
simple to a very complex interaction (cf Porter 1985). At a very general level such a model can be
presented as follows.

Figure 1 Tying People and ‘Things’

*Thi !
People ngs

Machines and inscriptioas

Following this simple analogy, an accounting student in action may raise an interested question:
How has the change management of an organisation attempted to tie up "things" (ie, machines and
inscriptions) to the interested groups? For example, in a manufacturing concern such groups may
include Accounting and Finance, Supply, Maintenance Engineering, Engineering, Human
Resources, Information Technology, Health and Safety, and Production departments. There is a
plausibility of inany debates taking place to determine the shape, functions and costs of
implementing any information system, including accounting systems, in such organisations. In
addition, there are numerous "machinations” and "inscriptions” may be involved with installing
and/or developing information technologies. Not only these machinations and inscriptions can be
seen a part of the fabrication process, but also there is a need to understand people and change

management issues in understanding accounting systems in an organisational context. At a general
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level, accounting students in action, thus, can urge and develop many research questions by
emphasising the idea that very little is known about the design and implementation of large, complex
computer based integrated accounting and information systems.

Chua (1993) also applies the 'translation' or 'network' approach in writing a 'critical ethnography' of
the fabricating processes in the implementation of case-mix DRG system (a cost accounting
technology) at three public hospitals in Australia. Chua (1993, 9) raises the question: 'why use their
[Latour and his colleagues] work as a signboard to write a piece of critical ethnography about the
fabrication of accounting knowledge?'. In response she argues the following:

Firstly, the making up of new accounting numbers and the battle to secure their legitimacy may be seen
as being similar in important respects to a scientific controversy. Like these controversies, the birth of
an accounting may change the map of organizational 'reality’, challenge existing work traditions, and
unfold battle-like, with opposing supporters and detractors who are intent upon vanquishing each
other.

Secondly, Latour's sociology of translation does not begin with the simplistic, positivistic assumption
that a particular science or technology (or set of accounting numbers) is rationally accepted because it
more accurately represents reality...

Thirdly, the work of Latour and Callon draws attention to the persuasive power of non-human

resources such as visual inscriptions, academic texts and 'centres of calculation' (Latour, 1988a).

Paperwork such ag formulae, graphs and charts are argued to possess many rhetorical advantages: they

are mobile, immutable, recombinable and are perceived to be built on many 'facts'. Most important of

all, inscriptions make "black boxes' visible. (Chua 1993, 9)
Despite the above views, Chua (1993, 10) argues that "[u]seful though the sociology of translation
is, it is not without ambiguity or weakness". By considering some counter accounts of Shapin
(1988) and Barnes (1981), she advances a critique of Latour's actor-networks approach namely that
Latour (1987) did not see interests of actors (people) [which was related to Latour's fourth rule of
methods,’ that society should not be separate from science] as being a theoretically predetermined
class structure of capitalistic societies. Preston et al (1992) advance a sceptical view of the absolute
following of Latour's first rule of methods, that is - 'we should arrive before the facts and machines
are blackboxed'. They proclaim that it is not possible to arrive before all the important events are
impacted in the fabrication of facts and technology, "some judgement of the historical context is

unavoidable".

In most of the works of Latour, it is implicit that to him 'power' is something like a capacity or
effectiveness, which does not accommodate any other forms or meanings of 'power' - such as
‘domination’ or 'coercion' or so. In other words, his representation of 'power' has a lack of concern
for accounting the 'intersubjective communicative subjectivity'; also, "there is an incomplete
representation of the historical dimensions of power" (see Cockburn 1992, Clegg 1989).

Latour's rhetoric and vocabularies may facilitate us to redirect "the doing of research" towards

"traces and inscriptions" of "the doing of accounting”. Rix (1991, 3) contends that "collapsing

7 Rule 4 Since the settlement of a controversy is the cause of society's stability, we cannot use society to explain how and why a controversy
has been settled. We should consider symmetrically the efforts to enrol human and non-human resources.
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humans and non-humans into each other aids in the reversal of forces, the inversion of orders of
magnitude, and a corresponding alteration of scale, all so necessary to invest with some validity
Latour's hopes for the possibility of reform in or of the social world". However, Rix (1991)
advances the criticism of Latour that it is "more surely not the case that we can avoid or deny the
importance of the ideological and rhetorical roles of those 'traces and inscriptions' which have been
decided within large power structures by the powerful social forces which occupy and control
them". He further argues that "Latour's abolition of the distinction between human and non-human
is based on a reconstitution and blending, even merging, of the entities cohabiting in the social
world". Schuster (1991, 18) argues that "Latour empties his explanatory space of 'contextual' forces
and structures, and so he also thereby necessarily empties his key actors (Princes, entrepreneurs,
innovators) of any internal socio-cognitive texture". Schuster further argues that "in the end, one is
left with rational, clear sighted heroes who participate in inherently whiggish ‘just-so' stories of
triumph, in which everybody instantly recognises 'hard’ facts, 'too large' costs, and 'too many' allies,
and judges, acts and enrols accordingly". (p18)

In addition, Latour's model might assume that all contenders make essentially the same evaluations
and judgements of the state of play in the agonistic moment or rhetorical situation. 'Latour is [also]
limited in considering so many social foci' (Rix 1991). Some may argue that in applying a Latourian
approach there is a possibility of reducing the actors' social world with merely just the 'traces and
inscriptions', which may become closest to the canonical positive association. Therefore, why use
Latour's concept? Is it for a ‘methodical discretion’ or mere techniques or his rhetoric? The question
is not an easy one to answer, at least to answer in this short space and time. Nevertheless, Latour
makes many shrewd observations. He is correct, for example, "in insisting that the status and fate of
a fact as a fact is entirely in the hands of subsequent users; or in his observation that since facts and
machines have no inertia, their stability over rounds of usage require explanation every bit as much

as would their alternation, rejection or renegotiation” (Schuster 1991, 18).

Some may argue that Latour has no agenda for a research program on how to deal with the
interrelationships within state, economy and society other than the micro laboratory situation.
Schuster (1991, 24) argues that, to Latour, "state, economy and society are crystallised products of
earlier successful passages of network building, so until we tell those stories we cannot mobilise the

products in explaining things that came later".
Accounts of the Field Research Processes

Field research processes (or methods) are always contingent on the nature of the investigation.
Methods in conducting a 'field work' vary depending on the researcher's time and space availability,
personality, social historical class, ethnicity, gender and economic class, obtaining access; and the

location of research site.

Booth (1991) argues that the description of the methods in any field study (he refers to 'case study’)
is difficult. Booth (1991, 139) further argues that 'while some issues can be addressed before the
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study commences, others evolve or can only be addressed as the research progresses'. Similarly,
Simon argues that:

There is never a single, standard, correct method of carrying out a piece of research. Do not wait to start

your research until you find out the proper approach, because there are many ways to tackle a problem -

some good, some bad, but probably several good ways. There is no single perfect design. A research

method for a given problem is not like the solution to a problem in algebra. It is more like a recipe for

beef stroganoff; there is no best recipe.(1969, 4)
However, the following two sections contains an account of how this study has been carried out.
That is, how the researcher got a 'way in' to the rapport or researched organisation as well as the
‘quasi-laboratory'? What was the involvement? How was the subject of investigation constructed
while the researcher got a way in? How did serendipity patterns of the investigation processes

influence the researcher in the construction of the research topic?
Way In to the Quasi-Laboratory

It was not a Latourian laboratory (Latour 1987) that was investigated. It was neither a project of the
innovations of production technology nor the weaponry of a Machiavellian 'Prince' (Latour 1988). It
was a project where men and women of a large steel division had been engaged in designing (or
customising) and installing (implementing) a mainframe Integrated Business System (IBS) in order
to fabricate their cost management and other information systems. In a way it can be called a 'quasi-
laboratory' because there were many similarities as far as the processes of 'fact-building' in a
laboratory (cf Latour 1987; Latour and Woolgar 1979) are concerned. The study also has
similarities with the studies conducted by Preston et al (1992), Boomfield et al 1992 and Chua
1993.

Latour (1987, 2) asks "Where can we start a study of science and technology? The choice of a 'way
in' crucially depends on good timing." We had been trying to gain access into a large organisation
for more than a year where re-structuring or change process was underway. We had obtained
information that a major change process was underway at a local steel manufacturing company (ie,
BHP's Slab, Plate and Product Division - BHP-SPPD). Eventually, we were granted an appointment
with a senior executive officer (SEO) at the commercial building premises of the researched

organisation.

After introductions, the SEO handed over two 'draft’ copies of strategic highlights on the project
"Phoenix 21 Project - Stage I". These draft copies were labelled as "World Class Cost Management
Strategy for the 90s". He then explained the strategic features of the SPPD's cost management
systems and their on-gloing Phoenix 21 project (also known as SAP project). Afier explaining some
strategic issues of the project for about an hour, the SEO asked us what could he do for us. "What
sort of things are you looking for?"

In reply, the first author (hereinafter the researcher) said "I am trying to do some research on the
area of management accounting and control systems". He also mentioned some other tentative areas
to be investigated. All these statements basically were uttered to show his confidence that he had
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some real intention to do research and was familiar with contemporary cost management issues.
However, the SEO asked whether he wanted to be involved with their on-going Phoenix 21 project
(ie, the quasi-laboratory). If so, he could arrange for that. The supervisor (the second author)
supported the researcher by saying: "Aren't you looking for this?" This was said mainly to
apprebend the idea that in conducting any investigation on contemporary change processes there is a
need for a process oriented involvement. The SEO arranged for a future appointment. This was our
initial way in to the organisation, followed by the way in to the "quasi-laboratory”, that is, the
Phoenix 21 project. However, it should be mentioned that the involvement with the quasi-laboratory

continued for about two years.
Field Research Processes of this study

There were various modes of field research processes followed in this study. These processes
include attending various meetings, review sessions and training courses to 'hands-on' and
understanding the computer system; collecting a wide range of project design related documents,
minutes, discussion papers and other materials; conducting interviews (both formal and informal)
with various levels of officials including some officials outside the quasi-laboratory. For most of the
involvement diaries were kept. Most of the interviews were tape recorded. Initially there were some
interviews which were not tape recorded. All these interviews were written based on the notes taken
during the interviews. These were conducted mainly to familiarise, maintain and develop further
interactions in order to keep track of, and update, the fabricating processes. Interviews were
conducted with a general range of questions prepared before interviews and conducted with a focus
on particular key questions depending on the nature and works with which the interviewee was
involved. The questions were not followed up in a fixed order, and issues raised by subjects were
pursued. These interviews, in fact, supplemented a vast body of comments and information gleaned

from the informal discussions. Extensive notes were also taken at the various interactions.

The role of the researcher was announced to the team members of the project from the start of his
involvement in the quasi-laboratory by the project coordinator. This helped gain access to various
facilities including documents and photocopying facilities and so on. The researcher also was
provided with a desk and a special digital card to enter the quasi-laboratory. Initial ‘familiarisation'
(Booth 1991) of the 'actors' various manipulations on the fabricating cost management systems was
gained including attending various review sessions and meetings and reading diverse range of
internal documents. Above all, the researcher tried to understand the various fabricating processes
in the quasi-laboratory by observing aspects such as: How did they initiate opening differing 'black
boxes' (accounting or otherwise) then debate them? What did new allies do when they came in?
When there were new displays of softwares or design related prototype seminars what did people
ask? How would the new systems impact upon them? What did the system mean to them? And so

on.
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Moreover, initially the researcher had to search for ’key informants' (Tremblay 1982) to be
interviewed. On the basis of the 'verbatim conversation' or information gleaned from meetings or
informal chats with the project members, the selection of key informants to be interviewed was
made. However, most of the interviews were conducted with the people who were attached to the
project. It is an interdisciplinary project by nature where various actors from differing areas such as
Finance and Planning, Supply, Production, Engineering, Maintenance Engineering and Human
Resources have been involved in fabricating the IBS. Informal interviews and verbatim conversation
with the various project members, and reading the conceptual, functional and other design
documents also enabled the researcher to quickly understand the fabricating processes of the 'fact-
builders'. Attending five weeks of formal training courses on some SAP's software modules
enhanced his understanding of the various design related papers and documents and the 'actors-
networks' (both human and non-human) within the quasi-laboratory. Without such computer hands
on training courses it would have been a difficult task to understand the "machines" (software
modules), let alone, follow up on the fabrication processes of the 'fact-builders' in the quasi-

laboratory of this type including the "traces and inscriptions" of the "machines" (the SAP system).

Since the access of the researcher to the quasi-laboratory was well accepted, there were no obstacles
to collecting the documents (with some exceptions). Various internal documents (that is, a range of
design papers, occasional papers, project design manuals both current and historical, various
booklets of differing initiatives of the fabricating CMS and other systems) were collected through
various interactions with the various officials both inside and outside the quasi-laboratory.
Sometimes extra copies of some of the design related documentations were specially made available
to the researcher. There was no shortage of co-operation. All the members became friendly, co-
operative, open, supportive, and seemed to genuinely value our interest in the investigation of the
complex activities of the project. Sources of secondary information (historical data) included the
BHP-Library, local news papers, published books, special monographs, memorandums and journals
about the researched. Most of the secondary information about the software company (i SAP
International AG Ltd) was collected through personal interactions with the consultants and from
their office in Chatswood, Sydney, Australia.

Finding (Dis)Similarities for Positioning the Study

Like Latour's (1987) way in to the laboratory, the researcher's way in to the quasi-laboratory was
also well-timed. At the time, there were many discursive conditions that prevailed in the quasi-
laboratory, which can be matched with some of the leitmotifs of Latour's (1987) positioning tactics
(or otherwise) of the 'fact-building' processes within the laboratory life. Also, there are similarities
in our investigation processes in the quasi-laboratory to some of Latour's (1987) rules of methods.
First, the researcher's way in to the quasi-laboratory matches with Latour's first rule of methods.
That is, he arrived before the facts (science) and machines (technology) were ‘blackboxed' in the
'quasi-laboratory' and before controversies died down and well before the implementation of the IBS

systems at the researched organisation. Secondly, similar to Preston et al (1992), the researcher
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mapped networks of resources, support and use, both historically and across conventional
organisational boundaries, in order to examine the multiplicity of people involved in the fabrication
process. Thirdly, he gathered various machinations and inscriptions of the systems to determine how

they would tie together to become an integrated system.

In a way, our investigation also matches with the studies conducted by Boomfield et al (1992) and
Chua (1993), where the researcher (the traveller) enters into a rapport with a very little
understanding of its reality, as indicated earlier. However, in many respects the researcher's field
work in the "quasi-laboratory” would be dissimilar to (or short of) Latour's rules of methods. For
instance, Latour's (1987) fifth rule of methods suggests that we should follow all the networks no
matter how long it takes and how heterogeneous they are. But, in a project (ie, the quasi-laboratory)
like the one we investigated it would be a difficult job practically for a single researcher, though not
impossible, to attend all the meetings and note the utterances of the various players (actors-
networks) as they opened 'black boxes' and so on. There were many overlapping meetings, diverse
activities, of which one could only hope to get a general view with some specificity over a lengthy
period of investigation. As well, Latour's (1987) second rule of methods might not be appropriate in
a study like this. This is because there is a need for some judgement about the fabrication process
whether it is good or bad, or why some 'facts' and ‘technology’ (software modules) might have been
accepted and others rejected.

It may be possible that in a Latourian laboratory (cf. Latour 1987) there was limited people-
mteraction. But in a 'quasi-laboratory’ like the one we investigated, where the number of actors
(both human and non-human) dealing with the design and implementation of the IBS was large, it
would be difficult to interact with all the 'actors’' (including the machines) involved in the laboratory.
Moreover, as mentioned earlier, the project was interdisciplinary by nature, where various actors
from differing functional areas such as Finance and Planning, Supply, Engineering, Maintenance
Engineering and Human Resources had been engaged in designing and prototyping various standard

SAP software modules for their own respective functional requirements.
Framing the Research Topic

Research phases provide strategic rationale for a particular research programme. In most research
programmes, the specification or formulation of research problems/questions together with a
literature review are seen to be a first and primary phase. Typically, whether or not it has to be the
first phase, perhaps the importance of formulating significant research question(s) is (are)
unavoidable. Moreover, one can argue whether problems formulated or posed by the researcher
coincide with those of concemn to the organisational practitioners in fabricating their facts and
technology. Can researcher problem formulation be identical with practitioners' problems which can
be seen as 'socially relevant problem(s)'? For whom are the research outcomes or results (stories or

otherwise) to be staged or framed?
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The pursuit of a scientifically significant research question(s) is (are) a never ending quest. A
researcher's boundary and discovery of 'facts and technology' are limited to the extent to which they
can investigate, where they can get access, and their cognitive limitations; even more so what they

can represent from the collected 'empirics' by framing a particular theory of interest.

As mentioned earlier, the researcher had entered the 'quasi-laboratory' (ie, Phoenix 21 project) with
very little understanding about what he would be seeing except his pre-understanding of the
theoretical and methodological underpinnings that have been advanced so far. It was only after
entering and spending some time in the quasi-laboratory, that he could pursue the final construction
of his research topic: "Fabricating Cost Management and Other Systems in 2 Mainframe Integrated
Business System Environment: A Critical Accounting Study”.® Of course, this has to be examined
with the theoretical relevance and the way in which the researcher has conceptualised and advanced
the methodological underpinnings (or otherwise). It can be argued that embarking on a major study
is dependent upon the way in which the researcher (1) resolves the theoretical and epistemological
disputes in the 'doing of research' and (2) relates that to the 'action-oriented' level - that is at the level

of empirical investigation.
Epilogue

This paper was part of an on-going research project. At the time, the major tasks ahead for the
researcher was to write up a critical ethnography of the collected "empirics" about the fabrication of
accounting knowledge (and otherwise) via the quasi-laboratory (ie, SPPD's Phoenix 21 project),
where three organisations, BHP-SPPD, SAP International AG and BHP-Information Technology
were engaged in implementing an Integrated Business System (IBS) at BHP-SPPD using SAP
commercial packages. At the researched organisation (BHP-SPPD) the initiative for fabricating this
IBS started in the early 1990, and was an on-going project and was endorsed to 'go live' on 1 July
1994. The question remains as to when such an investigation process into the quasi-laboratory can
be considered ‘enough'. In this respect we can support Latour (1987, 7) who advanced an analogy
"when enough is never enough” - that is, science does not know yet what should be considered as

discovery of facts and technology. It is rather socially constructed.

® It should be reminded that this is just a header of the research topic. During the study a range of questions was generated and evolved. For
example, what, how and why has contemporary accounting practice become purposive, is being used and is to be used, including the
means of so doing at a micro-organisational context? What discursive conditions can give rise to the possibilities of a certain technological
change in a particular micro-organisational context? Or, why possibilities for change emerge? How did SPPD tie up the interested groups
with the "Machinations and Inscriptions” in order to deploy the technology? Why has the emphasis been shifted to develop an IBS from a
stand alone CMS? How did the fact-building tasks, including accounting, persuade? What were the struggles involved in such a
fabrication? Why had such fact-building processes taken a long time? What are the consequences of such fabrication? What impact has
such fabrication on the future roles of (management) accountants (or otherwise) within the researched organisation? What possible
communicative (behavioural) effects do the various occupational groups (the users of the integrated system) have in sharing and managing
information under the proposed system at the researched organisation? What constraints did the fact-builders face to build, implement and
deploy the technology (the SAP system)? How can the technology (the proposed integrated CMS) shape and influence the "lifeworld" at
SPPD?
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