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Jose Arcadio Buendia did not succeed in deciphering the dream of houses with mirror walls until the day he discovered ice.  Then he thought he understood its deep meaning.  He thought that in the near future they would be able to manufacture blocks of ice on a large scale from such a common material as water and with them build the new houses of the village.  Macondo would no longer be a burning place, where the hinges and door knockers twisted with the heat, but would be changed into a wintry city.  Gabriel Garcia Marquez, One Hundred Years of Solitude
Introduction
To be concerned with information and organization design means to be engaged in the constitution of future worlds.  As scholars, such engagement carries us beyond studying the past merely in order to understand how things have come about.  It sets us instead on the transcendent path of producing knowledge that is useful in effecting change. 

Of course, it also puts us in the position of attempting to make knowledge claims about the future in the curious circumstances where the world that would provide the surest evidence of our claims does not yet exist.  We are left to fall back, then, on our grasp of the past, and rely on the paradoxical hope that the future will be enough like the past to allow us to make predictions.  But if continuity and sameness are the foundations of our practice, what can we say that will be useful about how things could be new and better?

The way out of this bind is suggested by our research subjects’ own activities in prediction.  In this regard, our subjects are often a good deal less paralyzed than we are.  How do they accomplish this?  Addressing this question is one way in which we, as applied scholars, may be able to contribute to the positive constitution of new and better worlds.  
Stories, and the Stories We Tell about Them

Addressing this question also entails our engagement, by turns, in the knowledge claims of two different communities.  How our subjects predict becomes crucial to the theorizing that underlies our own efforts to speak positively to future possibilities.  Figure 1 offers a perspective on this dual construction of future knowledge.  
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Figure 1.  Scholarship of Design as Double Narrative

Knowing and constituting the future entails narrating the future (Boland and Tenkasi, 1995; Bruner, 1986, 1990; Polkinghorne, 1988).  Indeed, within constraints people (and organizations) enact their futures based on narratives of action and events yet-to-be (Pentland, 1999; Weick, 1995).  Such narration is pervasive, and can be found in situations ranging from complex technological projects to the most commonplace acts of everyday life.
  Action is motivated and guided by a vision of reality that is not, but that might be – in short, by a “a fiction seeking to come true” (Latour, 1996b: 18-19).

This narratological perspective has important implications for the character of our inquiries on systems design, and for the potential relevance of reference disciplines as yet largely overlooked by scholars in management, organization, and information studies.  Specifically, and following Czarniawska, I will propose that we need to engage in “literary work” (Czarniawska, 2004: 134).  Moreover, I will claim that the science of systems design might do better to resemble literary criticism than the natural-sciences model we traditionally pursue.
  
Reconstituted as criticism,
 a science of design would engage in meta-narration about participants’ primary narratives, as the latter “do work” in constituting the sociotechnical reality that becomes the expression of their authors’ ambitions, dreams, and imaginings.  Such meta-narration would entail the assessment of how well, and by what manner, the fictions created by these ‘Latourian novelists’ manage to convince, induce commitments, and ultimately contribute to the constitution of a material world that expresses the preconstitutions and aspirations of a collective, yet heterogeneous, world of belief.
  In short, this new literary science would take our subjects’ storying as a process subject to systematic study; in so doing, ours would become a science of possible worlds.  
Our meta-narrations could then come to count, in the larger social context, in the manner suggested by Latour’s recent reflections on the proper work of social scientists (Latour, 2004).  He remarks that the “social sciences… have a much more useful role than that of defining, in the actors’ place and most often against them, the forces that manipulate them without their knowledge.”  Instead, he argues, we should: 
… count on the human sciences offering the actors multiple and rapidly revised versions that allow us to understand the collective experience in which we are all engaged.  All the ‘-logies,’ ‘-graphies,’ and ‘-nomies’ then become indispensable if they serve to propose constantly, to the collective, new versions of what it might be (Latour, 2004: 225-26).

The texts representing our efforts in criticism – Latour’s “versions” – would function not in place of, but as complements to, the local and indigenous design narratives of our subjects, via summarizing, integrating, generalizing, and contextualizing.
  Our own accounts, then, would both identify and draw upon the “untapped and rich and inspiring accounts of the positive” (Cooperrider and Whitney, 1999: 5) to be found in the design situation.  And they would add to these accounts, as our contribution toward the collaborative construction of “visions of valued and possible futures” (ibid).  This, of course, represents a level of immersion unfamiliar in most conventional scholarly practice, where objectivity and distance are held forth as ideals.
Focal Inquiry:  User Participation as Narrative Engagement 

Stories and storytelling potentially enter into information and organization design in a variety of ways.  When it comes to user participation in the designing of ICT-based information systems – one area of abiding scholarly concern (Markus & Mao, 2004) – the role of storytelling has lately enjoyed some attention.   This includes research on user narrations, during requirements interviews, that speak to organizational context (Alvarez, 2002;  Alvarez & Urla, 2002), and research on user stories that invoke the process aspects of the requirements themselves (Ramiller, 2004).  Beyond the micro-focus of this preliminary work, broader meta-narratives of user participation would embrace the appreciable scope and heterogeneity of the actors we commonly gloss as “users” (Markus & Mao, 2004) and the complex set of participative design situations in which their narrativizing potentially has impact.  In giving our own accounts, then, we would be positioned to view storytelling-in-design as a complex, collective, heterogeneous, and sometimes collaborative/sometimes contentious human accomplishment.  We could then also speak to the crucial issue of representation:  How in real design contexts, some are granted (or claim) the right to tell stories on behalf of others, and the right to incorporate others as “characters” in the stories that they tell (Ramiller, 2005).  Of interest, too, are the narratives by means of which participants establish their right to participate in the definition of participation itself.

Literary Genre as Framing:  User Participation and Magical Realism 

The manner of criticism being entertained here need not constitute the sort of ad hoc enterprise familiar from certain popular forms of criticism.  Instead, Czarniawska (1999) notes that scholarly meta-narrations of organizational phenomena can be cohesively approached within particular literary frames; she illustrates (1999: 79) by using the detective genre to analyze academic accounts of management problem solving.  To suggest the possibilities for information and organization design, I will propose that the scholarly exposition of users’ narrative participation employ the lens of magical realism.  

Magical realism entails an “amplification of the real” (Zamora & Faris, 1995: 4) through introductions of the fantastic into what is otherwise a realist rendering.
  Magical realism, then, “is a mode suited to exploring – and transgressing – boundaries” and “often facilitates the fusion or coexistence of possible worlds, spaces, systems that would be irreconcilable in other modes of fiction” (Zamora & Faris, 1995: 5-6).  As such, magical realism, in bringing the extraordinary into the realm of the everyday, creates tensions between the customary and taken-for-granted, on the one hand, and the new, alien, and seemingly incommensurable, on the other.  Magical realist texts are, in this way, “subversive” (p. 6).  

Magical realism, as theory and practice, provides a tantalizing frame for our own critical narratives of system design.  This is not only because of the manner in which new technology can transgress subversively into the ordered world of the present; it is also because of the magical-realist engagement with “the imaginary and the autochthonous” (Zamora & Faris, 1995: 7).  Our meta-narratives must confront our subjects’ own incursions into the imaginary, as they visualize crossing over from the present world into the future.  That future, in turn, is really a more or less fragmentary melange comprised of the polyphonic, narrative strivings of the often-diverse participants in the design process.  Magical realism, with its attraction to and empathy for the local and indigenous, accommodates well this plurality,
 and gives us a perspective from which to entertain, and reconcile, the tensions among divergent frames of reference brought to the design situation by its participants.    

Conclusion 

The potential for writing magical-realist tales of system design – meta-narratives that enfold, and inform, the first-order storytelling of the actors themselves – remains to be seen.  There are, perhaps, more suitable genres to capture the struggle to bridge the present and the future, the ordinary and the freshly conceivable.  But genre choice aside, a “literary” approach promises more broadly to foster an appreciation for the creative force that user participation can bring to the design of information systems.  In reframing the design process as one that entails the utterly human activity of storytelling, our own narrations as scholars can potentially contribute, in the manner suggested by Figure 1, to the legitimation and promotion of positive kinds of user participation that are in pronounced contrast to the scenes of frustration, powerlessness, and fatalism that commonly attend software projects.  It may be, then, that we can contribute, ultimately, to the improvement of design outcomes, by giving an appreciative framing to people’s efforts to author their futures.  
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�  Consider Latour’s (1996a) hypothetical anecdote about two friends planning a get-together in London.  Their dually constructed narrative enlists an array of (human and non-human) actors, outlines a sequence of activities, and asserts a variety of essential commitments – on both the friends’ part and the part of the other actors.  The story, then, becomes the basis for actions intended to create the reality in fact.


�  This is in the spirit of Cz arniawka’s provocative assertion, quoting Gadamer (1960/1975: xii), that “Human sciences should join philosophy, art, and history: ‘modes of experience in which a truth is communicated that cannot be verified by the methodological means proper to science’ ” (Czarniawska, 2004: 64).


�  “Literary criticism is the study, discussion, evaluation, and interpretation of literature,” where literature, under the sway of contemporary cultural studies, “can potentially refer to any use of language” and a great variety of “texts” (Wikipedia, entries for literary criticism and literary theory).


�  Latourian novelists is a reference to actors like the engineers and politicians that appear in Latour’s well-known tale of the ill-fated Parisian transportation system, Aramis (see Latour, 1996b: 24).


�  This, arguably, is one vision for Gidden’s double hermeneutic, where scientists’ “second order” concepts “become ‘first-order’ concepts by being appropriated within social life itself” (Giddens, 1984: 284).  


�  Lest the everyday connotation of ‘criticism’ now get the better of us, it’s important to note that as complementary narrative, the goal is to help foster creative and productive envisioning, rather than to discourage would-be designers by pointing to the difficulty or futility of action.  


�  In perhaps the best-known work in this genre, Marquez’s novel One Hundred Years of Solitude, the patriarch Jose Arcadio Buendia occupies a world in which the fantastical intrudes in sudden and surprising ways during the course of daily life.  An old priest hits on the trick of raising funds to build a new church by staging spectacles in which he levitates himself by drinking chocolate.  A saintly beauty vanishes into the sky while hanging laundry, taking the family’s sheets with her.  Magical possibilities also work upon the future; and so we witness the inspiration of the mundane (like ice) loosening the hold that everyday thinking has on the envisioning of future worlds.


�  “The propensity of magical realist texts to admit a plurality of worlds means that they often situate themselves on liminal territory between or among these worlds…” (Zamora & Faris, 1995: 6).
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