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Abstract: Drawing on writings within the CSCW community and on recent social 
theory, this paper proposes that the adoption of speech act theory as a foundation 
for system design carries with it an agenda of discipline and control over organization 
members' actions. I begin with a brief review of the language/action perspective 
introduced by Winograd, Flores and their colleagues, focusing in particular on the 
categorization of speakers' intent. I then turn to, some observations on the politics of 
categorization and, wiith that framework as background, consider the attempt, 
through THE COORDINATOR, to implement a technological system for intention-
accounting within organizations. Finally, I suggest the implications of the analysis 
presented in the paper for the politics of CSCW systems design. 

No idea is more provocative in controversies about technology and society than the notion that 
technical things have political qualities. At issue is the claim that machines, structures, and 
systems of modern material culture can be accurately judged not only for their contributions to 
efficiency and productivity... but also for the ways in which they can embody specific forms 
of power and authority. Winner 1986, p. 19. 

By teaching people an ontology of linguistic action, grounded in simple, universal distinctions 
such as those of requesting and promising, we find that they become more aware of these 
distinctions in their everyday work and life situations. They can simplify their dealings with 
others, reduce time and effort spent in conversations that do not result in action, and generally 
manage actions in a less panicked, confused atmosphere. Flores et al 1988, p. 158. 
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The world has always been in the middle of things, in unruly and practical conversation, full of 
action and structured by a startling array of actants and of networking and unequal collectives... 
The shape of my amodem history will have a different geometry, not of progress, but of 
permanent and multi-patterned interaction through which lives and worlds get built, human and 
unhuman. Haraway 1991, p. 11. 

Introduction 

Since the inception of CSCW as an explicit research agenda in the early 1980's, a 
class of systems has been under development that attempt to structure computer-
based message systems into tools for the coordination of social action. Some of 
these have been concerned with affording flexible support for a diverse and 
changing ensemble of communicative practices (for example COSMOS/Bower and 
Churcher 1988). Others have been aimed at using system design as a mechanism 
for the prescription of a priori forms of social behavior. Arguably the most 
influential of the latter efforts has been the language/action perspective of 
Winograd, Flores and their colleagues and the system, trademarked THE 
COORDINATOR, designed to implement it -1 

This paper is an attempt to contribute to a critical re-examination of the place of 
coordination technologies in CSCW research and development, in particular that 
class of technologies that seeks to develop canonical frameworks for the 
representation and control of everyday 'communicative practices. Among the latter, 
I take the language/action perspective of Winograd, Flores et al and its embodiment 
in THE COORDINATOR as exemplary: Of particular concern is the problem of how 
the theories informing such systems conceptualize the structuring of everyday 
conversation and the dynamics of organizational interaction over time. To 
anticipate, I will argue that the adoption of speech act theory as a foundation for 
system design, with its emphasis on the encoding of speakers' intentions into 
explicit categories, carries with it an agenda of discipline and control over 
organization members' actions. Alternatively, we might embrace instead something 
closer to the stance that historian Donna Haraway recommends; namely, an 
appreciation for and engagement within the specificity, heterogeneity and 
practicality of organizational life. 

My strategy for developing this argument will be to juxtapose what might at first 
seem unrelated discussions, drawn on the one hand from influential writings within 
the CSCW community and on the other from recent social theory. Specifically, I 
begin with a brief review of the language/action perspective introduced by 
Winograd, Flores and their colleagues, focusing in particular on the place of speech 

1 Both the language/action perspective and THE COORDINATOR have been described in 
numerous publications. The present discussion relies upon Winograd and Flores 1986, 
and Flores et al 1988. 
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act theory and the categorization of speakers' intent in that perspective. I then turn 
to some observations on the politics of categorization offered by the sociologist 
Harvey Sacks, and on disciplinary practice by the philosopher Michel Foucault. 
The point of this latter move is to look at the place of categorization as an 
instrument in the control of social relations. With that sociological framework as 
background, I consider the attempt, through THE COORDINATOR, to implement a 
technical system for intention-accounting in organizations. Finally, I suggest the 
implications of the analysis presented for the politics of CSCW systems design. 

Speech Act Theory 

In their book Understanding Computers and Cognition: A New Foundation for 
Design (1986) Winograd and Flores present speech act theory as the basis for a 
particular doctrine of communication, and an associated machinery for the training 
and improvement of members' participation in organizational life. From the 
language/action perspective they describe, the "ontology" of organizational life 
comprises speech acts combined into "recurrent patterns of communication in 
which language provides the coordination between actions" (1988, p. 156). 
Through their development of this perspective, speech act theory has come to be a 
dominant framework for the conceptualization of communicative action within the 
CSCW community. To understand the underpinings of that conceptualization 
requires a closer look at just what speech act theory takes to be its basic premises 
and what makes those premises compelling for computer research. The two 
aspects of the theory most relevant to the present argument are a) the premise that 
language is a form of action and b) the assumption that a science of language/action 
requires a formal system of categorization. 

The observation that language is social action is due originally to Austin (1962) 
and the later Wittgenstein (1958), who argue for the impossibility of theorizing 
language apart from its use. Somewhat paradoxically, however, their observations 
have been taken by subsequent theorists as grounds for assuming that a theory of 
language constitutes a theory of action. Rather than setting up as a requirement on 
theorizing about language/action that it be based in investigations of talk as a form 
of activity, the observation that language is action has been taken to imply that 
action is, or can be theorized as, the use of language qua system to get things done. 
And language taken as a system provides a tractable core phenomenon for 
disciplines whose theory and methods best equip them for formal systems analysis. 
The proposition that dealing with language is dealing with action has consequently 
become a means of extending the scope of such disciphnes while requiring little if 
any change to their organizing premises and practices. 

Moreover, as Bowers & Churcher summarize it "[s]ince Austin, the 
development of speech act theory has been largely associated with Searle... Searle 
has been at pains to formalise the notions introduced by Austin, to classify the 
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