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Abstract

Belkin and Robertson urged us, half a century ago, to develop a theoretical foundation
for understanding what constitutes societal good that can inform information retrieval (IR)
research and serve as a basis for determining when we should limit our scientific inquiry in
the face of demands that are contradictory to societal good. In this article, I argue that
to achieve this, IR should embrace critical theories and practices in our work, and shift
away from the dominant liberal frame through which much of the IR community today view
societal concerns in context of our research. Unlike the liberal frame, the critical frame
explicitly adopts nondomination as its stated goal which can clarify our conceptualization
of societal good within the field, provide necessary theoretical underpinning that Belkin and
Robertson urged the community to develop, and serve as a basis for critical appraisals of
our progress in enacting desired societal change.

1 Introduction

Half a century ago, Belkin and Robertson [1976] called on the information science (IS) com-
munity to recognize the field’s salient responsibilities to society. They urged the community
to develop a theoretical foundation for understanding what constitutes societal good that can
inform information access research and technology development. In particular, they wrote:

“Thus, information science must become theoretically self-conscious, and self-consciously
based upon a social ideology. Inevitably such a position will lead to conflicts between
ethical and politically expedient imperatives. Not only must we be willing to limit our
scientific inquiry according to public interest, we must have a concept of the public
interest and be able to argue our position when faced with contradictory demands.
And in order to do this successfully, we must have developed our theoretical position
and our limitations before being faced with such conflicting demands (otherwise, will

we realize the conflict before it is too late?).”

Unfortunately, in spite of their prescient call-to-action, five decades later the field of informa-
tion retrieval (IR), which could be situated at the intersection of computing and IS, finds itself
in exactly the troubling situation that Belkin and Robertson warned us about. IR research




and practices are often motivated by grand ambitions like “organiz[ing] the world’s infor-
mation and mak[ing] it universally accessible and useful”! or supporting human cognition
with information artifacts [Zobel, 2018]. But the reality of dominant search and recommen-
dation platforms is that they codify oppression [Noble, 2018] and have materialized massive
infrastructures for (i) large-scale user surveillance [Zuboff, 2023], (ii) commodification and
harvesting of user attention [Wu, 2017], and increasingly (iii) manipulating user’s political
and commercial preferences via generation of persuasive language and visualizations using
generative Al [Mitra et al., 2024]. IR platforms have also increasingly become targets of
ideological capture by authoritarian state and private actors because they represent sites of
struggle between oppression and justice [Mitra et al., 2026b]. These concerns are particularly
serious and urgent today in light of the rising levels of democratic erosion worldwide and the
increasing concentration of economic and political power in the hands of Big Tech.

Simultaneously, there has been a significant uptick in IR scholarship around fairness and
explainability since 2018, following the third Strategic Workshop in Information Retrieval in
Lorne (SWIRL) [Culpepper et al., 2018] where IR researchers in attendance recognized fair-
ness, accountability, confidentiality, and transparency in IR (“FACT IR”) as consequential
research directions for the field. However, how much of this research has in practice mean-
ingfully translated into societally positive outcomes is unclear [Mitra, 2025b]. The current
frames through which the IR community approaches societal concerns have also failed to
thwart the community from engaging in research that support user surveillance and manip-
ulation, and serious concerns about how proprietary platforms have concentrated power in
the hands of few individuals and institutions making our information ecosystem vulnerable
to authoritarian capture have also hitherto received insufficient attention.

The under-theorization of “societal good” in IR is a key contributing factor here. After
all, how can we appraise our progress in affecting positive societal change—or limit our
scientific inquiry when faced with demands contradictory to societal good—if we cannot
articulate what societal good we are aiming for? This has led to several recent calls for the
IR community to explicate its normative positions [Vrijenhoek et al., 2023], values [Trippas
et al., 2025], and sociotechnical imaginaries [Mitra, 2025b]. Furthermore, the IR-for-Good
track at the 2026 edition of the European Conference on Information Retrieval (ECIR)
adopted as its theme the question of “what is IR-for-Good?” [Mitra and Heuss, 2025] which
again attempts to get at this exact underlying tension in the field.

Against this backdrop, this article invites the IR community to engage in thoughtful delib-
eration over how to develop a shared normative position on societal good. I believe this
would require IR to embrace critical theories and practices in our work, and shift away from
the dominant liberal frame through which much of the IR community today view societal
concerns in context of our ongoing research. The liberal frame concerns itself with defining
the attributes of a good system without explicating what societal good it wants to realize. In
contrast, the critical frame adopts realizing a nondominative society as its stated goal which
can clarify our conceptualization of societal good within the field, provide necessary theo-
retical underpinning that Belkin and Robertson urged the community to develop, and serve
as a basis for critical appraisals of our progress in enacting desired societal change. Further-
more, the critical frame grounds itself in structural understanding of intersecting systems
of oppression, and extends our purview of concerns beyond how the system behaves to also
include the sociopolitical context in which the system is embedded and who gets to exert

1Source: Google’s mission statement (https://about.google/company-info/)
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Table 1. Contrasting the liberal and critical frames with respect to their goals, their methods

and practices, and their underlying values, politics, and epistemologies.

Liberal frame

Critical frame

Goals

Desired system attributes, e.g.,
fairness, confidentiality, trans-
parency, and sustainability.

Desired societal outcomes, e.g.,
social justice, emancipation, and
democracy.

Methods and  Algorithmic harm mitigation, Sociotechnical mitigation, re-

practices e.g., fair ranking, fact-checking, pair, refusal, building counter-
privacy  mechanisms, trans- technologies; foregrounds praxis
parency, and explainability. and movement building.

Values, Sometimes (mis-)represented as Explicitly political and politically

politics, and apolitical; politically espouses in- decolonial, anti-racist, feminist,

epistemologies dividual rights, equality, freedom queer, pro-labor, anti-capitalist,

of speech, and market economies;
philosophically positivist and tied
to technological and instrumental
rationality.

anti-casteist, anti-ableist, and
abolitionist; philosophically so-
cial constructionist and princi-
pally nondominative.

power and control over the system. The critical approach is also not constrained to exploring
algorithmic mitigation exclusively and includes in its arsenal the right of refusal [Barocas
et al., 2020] and to build radical alternatives. I implore the IR community to evolve our
current research practices to rigorously incorporate critical theories and perspectives, and
hold ourselves accountable for our impact on society.

2 The two frames of IR & Society

Within the relatively short period between 2018-2026, we observe that IR has employed two
distinct frames—the liberal and the critical—to motivate societal concerns in IR research.
A frame, in this context, may be loosely defined as comprising of (i) a set of desired goals,
(ii) a collection of methods and practices, and (iii) a body of underlying values, politics, and
epistemologies that distinguish it from other frames. Table 1 summarizes some of the key
distinctions between the liberal and the critical frames along these dimensions.

2.1 The liberal frame

The liberal frame emphasizes desired attributes of the IR system—e.g., fairness, confidential-
ity, transparency, and sustainability—and consequently focuses on algorithmic mechanisms
to achieve these objectives. We can see this reflected in the call for “FACT IR” at SWIRL
2018 [Culpepper et al., 2018], and in the technical research agenda proposed for Responsible
IR by the FACTS-IR workshop [Olteanu et al., 2021] organized the following year. Sub-
sequently, there has been a broad body of work on fairness [Ekstrand et al., 2022; Zehlike




et al., 2021; Patro et al., 2022; Wang et al., 2023; Li et al., 2023], explainability [Zhang et al.,
2020; Anand et al., 2022], and other related topics in IR.

The liberal frame largely distances itself from any explicit political alignments. But the
absence of political expression does not imply an absence of politics in the research conducted
through this frame. Instead, the liberal frame maybe better understood as valuing individual
rights, equality, freedom of speech, and market economies. IR has historically held positivist
notions about the “neutrality” of information and its research practices, and operated within
the frames of technological and instrumental rationality [Pyati, 2006]. The liberal frame also
draws from these IR traditions and is grounded in related epistemologies.

By defining its goals in terms of what constitutes a good system, the liberal frame subtly
sidesteps the question of what constitutes a good society. The latter questions is saliently
more political and I speculate that posing it might be a source of much discordance within
the IR community whose members reflect vastly different values, cultures, politics, identities,
privileges, lived experiences, and understandings of history. From a cursory look, this may
seem like a clever strategy to allow the community to start building a foundation for IR
research that prioritizes societal good without waiting on the community to reach reasonable
political consensus on what societal good we are aiming for. However, after several years of
working on fair ranking and related topics through this lens, I have reached the conclusion
that any attempt to bypass or depoliticize the question of what constitutes societal good is
ultimately self-defeating and cannot lead us towards ensuring positive societal impact.

The challenges of defining a good system without defining a good society is multifold. Let’s
take fairness in IR, for example. It is reasonable to assume that a majority of the IR commu-
nity prefer that our IR systems are fair. However, how we can move fairness from an ideal to
a practical implementation in the context of historical dimensions of marginalization—such
as race and gender—is still unclear in spite of the substantive body of existing research in
this area. A fundamental challenge is that racial and gender categories are multidimensional,
relational, and socially-constructed. However, as Hanna et al. [2020] and Pinney et al. [2023]
point out, typical fairness frameworks represent these categories as single-dimensional vari-
ables that can take one of few discrete values and treat groups as interchangeable erasing
the context of historical harms and the distinct nature of marginalization faced by differ-
ent groups. As Hanna et al. [2020] summarize: “In short, group fairness approaches try to
achieve sameness across groups without regard for the difference between the groups. Group
fairness offers an incomplete version of what a race-conscious policy would be.” Practical
deployment of fairness interventions also raises concerns of further intensification of data
collection on marginalized groups and creation of population-scale databases containing cat-
egorical data on algorithmic subjects that risk being instrumentalized by state actors and
other powerful entities to target historically marginalized groups.

Fairness constructs in IR also typically treat information artifacts as interchangeable com-
modities valued through the lens of relevance, source authority, factuality, and other similar
factors with little regard to their complex relationship with societal concerns. This is evi-
dent if we consider fairness principles in IR like equity of attention® [Biega et al., 2018] and
equal expected exposure’ [Diaz et al., 2020]. However, information artifacts are in fact not

24 A ranking offers equity of attention if each subject receives attention proportional to its relevance.”
3« Given a fized information need, no item should be exposed (in expectation) more or less than any other item
of the same relevance”




commodities but rather objects that are defined not just by their relevance to the query but
by their complex relationships with societal concerns and their role in our collective sense-
making of our place in this world. For example, say, there are two articles both deemed
topically “relevant” to the topic of the civil rights movement in the US but one article is
grounded in anti-racist epistemology while the other espouses white supremacist point-of-
view; surely these two articles do not deserve equal exposure. This example fits into a
broader pattern of glaring misapplication of the bias and fairness construct in IR in the
context of political ideologies. There are several examples of IR papers? that study whether
specific IR methods give disparate representation to different ends of the political spectrum
(e.g., between political parties, or left vs. right) or different stances on politically charged
topics. However, these papers rarely make normative judgments on what “side” deserves
exposure, the absence of which reinforces the idea that maybe exposure should be equally
distributed over them. Such misguided scholarly position fails to adequately recognize the
continuously shifting Overton window of public discourse [Lehman, 2014] and disregards the
fact that different political beliefs do not hold equal merit—to treat them otherwise would
amount to digital bothsidism [Mitra, 2025b]. And we can only make a determination whether
certain perspectives are societally harmful or not if we hold a normative position on what
constitutes societal good.

The liberal temptation to cast concerns of social justice as a fairness problem also discourages
exploration of alternative intervention mechanisms. For example, instead of algorithmically
fixing the under-representation of women and people of color in image search results for the
query “CEQ”, we could reclaim space on the search result page to teach the history of erasure
and undervaluing of gendered and racial labor [Mitra, 2025b]. The choice here depends on
whether our goal is to defend the system against accusations of bias or to materially support
causes of social justice.

Given these concerns, it is unsurprising that there is little evidence that the existing body
of fairness research has found meaningful application in dominant search platforms in the
context of social justice concerns [Mitra, 2025b]; and in the absence of meaningful societal
impact, the primary outcome of this body of work—which includes significant contributions
from industry—seems largely to convince ourselves of our own altruism and ethics-wash the
tech industry. Herein, lies one of the more serious concerns with the liberal frame that in
the absence of a clear articulation of our societal goals, any specification of desired system
attributes, like fairness, will be ultimately coopted and systemically stripped of its critical
interpretation by those who hold social, economic, and political power over our information
access platforms to ensure that this research does not in turn threaten their dominance in
society. This is evident in how large corporations editorialize “Responsible AI” research com-
ing out of their institutions to ensure that the critical eye of scholarship is always pointed
outwards in search for the “bad actor” and must never be turned inwards to challenge their
concentration of wealth and power or their complicity in the military-industrial complex [Mi-
tra, 2026]. Putting it differently, only the type of research that does not challenge oppressive
power—but instead enshrines it—is tolerated, supported, funded, and publicized by the pow-
ers that be. Even if the IR research community produced effective algorithmic interventions,
we must reconcile with the reality that we do not hold the power to enforce the deployment
of these interventions in real-world systems, which is especially critical to consider in light of

4] intentionally do not list specific papers as examples here because my goal is not to shame the authors, but
to grow our collective sociopolitical sensitivity to these concerns.




recent incidences of state actors and high-net-worth individuals trying to impose their own
ideologies over our information access ecosystems [Mitra et al., 2026b]. The questions of
power concentration over our platforms and ecosystems and large power asymmetries within
our community spaces are not orthogonal to our research, but instead must be centered in-
tentionally in our work to encourage honest critical discourse within the community and the
development of new power-aware research agendas and corresponding theories of change.

While I have so far argued my position in the context of fairness research, similar critique
is relevant to other concerns of the liberal frame, such as transparency and sustainability.
Transparency in IR has come to denote a body of research that is largely predicated on the
goal of convincing users to trust the IR system. Contrast this with the more critical notion
of transparency that Hollanek [2023] espouses when he writes “only the sort of transparency
that arises from critique—a method of theoretical examination that, by revealing pre-existing
power structures, aims to challenge them—can help us produce technological systems that
are less deceptive and more just”. Similarly, concerns of environmental impact in IR have
largely been met with proposals for algorithmic and procedural interventions to bring down
the cost of training and inference of models—e.g., Scells et al. [2022]—without adequate con-
sideration of power relationships between different real-world actors, their incentives, and the
well-known phenomenon of Jevons paradox® that are likely to render these well-intentioned
strategies ineffectual. Another relevant example is the emerging literature on model align-
ment approaches like reinforcement learning from human feedback (RLHF) [Christiano et al.,
2017; Ziegler et al., 2019] that seems untethered from the concerns of who holds the power to
choose the values that models should be aligned with [Mitra et al., 2024]. Lastly, in the EU,
the work on “open search” has begun [CERN, 2025] in response to the increasing recognition
of US Big Tech’s oligopolistic control over search platforms. However, these initiatives—
motivated through the nationalist framing of “digital sovereignty” [FitzGerald, 2025; Djuric,
2025]—point to saliently different notions of openness than what is required to meet the
needs of the global south and marginalized communities [Neophytou and Mitra, 2026].

To be clear, it is also not my intention here to claim that all work in fairness, explainability,
and related topics strictly adhere to the liberal frame. I believe the reality is much more
complicated. But nonetheless it would be accurate to say that this “first wave” of IR &
Society research, if we may call it so, has predominantly operationalized liberal framings
and engaged inadequately with critical theories and practices.

I also want to be clear that my strong critique of the liberal frame does not imply a wholesale
dismissal on my part of the research that has been produced via this frame and its theoreti-
cal impact. Quite the contrary, the seeds that were sown at SWIRL 2018 [Culpepper et al.,
2018] and the FACTS-IR workshop [Olteanu et al., 2021] brought together a community of
societally-motivated researchers and sparked a body of work that serves as the foundation
on which we stand today discussing concerns at the intersection of IR & society. My own
transition from neural IR research to IR & Society research was against this backdrop and
I personally hold immense gratitude towards these scholars and their scholarship that fore-
grounded societal concerns in IR research. However, I also steadfastly believe that the liberal
frame is saliently incomplete because it is not grounded in critical analysis, structural under-
standing of systems of oppression, and theories of power. The time is now ripe to transition
to a critical frame if we want to see our work translate to practical societal impact.

Shttps://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jevons_paradox
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2.2 The critical frame

After 2018, the next SWIRL workshop was organized in 2025, where another focus group
convened to discuss IR’s responsibility to society. I had the enormous privilege to be in-
vited to SWIRL’25 and the opportunity to participate in this particular focus group. A
central theme of the discussion centered on explicating the values that guide IR research
and centering concerns of social justice, emancipation, and democracy in IR [Trippas et al.,
2025]. Related conversations were already ongoing within the IR community, including on
the topics of normative design and evaluation of IR systems [Vrijenhoek et al., 2023] and
reasserting IR’s interdisciplinary roots [Zangerle et al., 2025]. At that time, I had a couple
of manuscripts in the preprint stage that also informed some of the conversations; one on
explicating sociotechnical imaginaries in IR [Mitra, 2025b] and another conceptualizing an
emancipatory IR framework [Mitra, 2025a], both of which were later published in the Infor-
mation Retrieval Journal® (IRRJ) the same year. Other recent work that bridges IR with
political science and democratic theory—e.g., Vrijenhoek et al. [2021]—were also discussed.
Those crucial conversations was the spark that prompted Dana Mckay, Michael D. Ekstrand,
and myself to join with Sanne Vrijenhoek and Maria Murray to organize the workshop titled
Justice, Emancipation, Democracy, and Information Access (JEDI)" [Mitra et al., 2026a] at
the ACM SIGIR 2026 conference in NAARM / Melbourne, Australia.

In hindsight, the emerging consensus among a subset of the IR community that the field
should acknowledge the saliently political nature of our work and re-theorize our goal for
“societal good” went hand in hand with making the case that IR research needs critical
theories and practices. If SWIRL 2018 can be said to have kicked off the “first wave” of
IR & Society research within the liberal frame, then SWIRL 2025 may turn out to be the
catalyst for the “second wave” that grounds itself in the critical frame.

The critical frame distinguishes itself from the liberal frame in several key aspects, including;:

1. Structural analysis: It grounds itself in critical theories and structural critiques of
systems of oppression.

2. Nondomination: It adopts a normative position of nondomination and solidarity
with the oppressed.

3. Social construction of technology: It rejects technological determinism and ratio-
nality in favor of reimagining and co-constructing anti-oppressive sociotechnical futures.

4. Social construction of knowledge: It renounces positivist views of information and
the traditional role ascribed to IR within capitalist logics of consumption in favor of
reframing IR’s role within social processes of sense-making and knowledge production.

5. Praxis: It affirms emancipatory praxis and movement building as research practices.

Next, I discuss each of these aspects in more details.

2.2.1 Structural analysis

Critical theory is a western tradition of thought with roots in the Frankfurt School in the
early 20th century [Fuchs, 2021]. Early critical theorists include Herbert Marcuse, Max

Shttps://irrj.org/
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Horkheimer, and Theodor W. Adorno. Critical theory analyzes, with an intent to challenge,
the systemic power relations in society. It posits that knowledge and social structures are
saliently shaped by power relations between dominant and oppressed groups, and empha-
sizes the need to examine intersecting systems of oppression through historical and struc-
tural lenses. Critical information theory [Fuchs, 2009] further combines critical theory with
information studies, and situates the study of information in context of relational power
asymmetries, domination, and oppression. Pyati [2006] argues that Herbert Marcuse’s cri-
tique of ‘technical rationality’ as a tool of domination is particularly relevant to a critical
theoretic analysis of modern information technologies.

Critical IR must be founded on a theoretical basis for situating and studying IR in the
context of power relations and systems of oppression. As the name suggests, critical IR
should be grounded in critical theory, but here I use ‘critical theory’ a bit more loosely than
alluding to just the Frankfurt School of scholarship. I am also including other liberatory
epistemologies—such as feminist and decolonial theories—as well as other forms of knowledge
from activism, political organizing, and movement building. I am including the many strands
of justice-oriented scholarships in information science and in computing—such as from science
and technology studies (STS), Fairness, Accountability, and Transparency (FAccT), and
human-computer interaction (HCI)—that engage with liberatory epistemologies, including
humanistic [Bardzell and Bardzell, 2016], feminist [Hannigan and Crew, 1993; Wajcman,
2004; Bardzell, 2010; D’ignazio and Klein, 2020], queer [Light, 2011; Kitzie et al., 2022],
postcolonial and decolonial [Irani et al., 2010; Ali, 2016; Mohamed et al., 2020; Jimenez
et al., 2023], anti-racist [Ogbonnaya-Ogburu et al., 2020], anti-casteist [Vaghela et al., 2022],
anti-ableist [Williams et al., 2021], anti-fascist [McQuillan, 2022], post-capitalist [Feltwell
et al., 2018], and anarchist [Keyes et al., 2019] thought. The common thread shared between
these diverse bodies of scholarship is that they recognize systems of oppression encoded
within our social, politicial, economic, cultural, and technological realms, and how they
co-constitute broader matrix of domination [Collins, 2000].

The challenge for the IR, community is to develop a critical IR research agenda that engages
with this rich body of scholarship; and to develop our own theoretical foundation and reflexive
muscles equipped with structural analysis to visibilize how IR interacts and intersects with
structural oppression. For IR to take this leap, we must both reach back to reconnect
with our roots in library and information sciences as well as reach beyond our disciplinary
boundaries to engage with critical scholarship from both within and outside of computing.

2.2.2 Nondomination

A key distinctive feature of critical theory is its normative commitment to nondomination
in explicit solidarity with the oppressed. Horkheimer [1972] echoes this ethos by clarifying
that the aim of critical theory is not simply to produce knowledge, but to progress the cause
of emancipation. Fuchs [2009] asserts that critical theory “struggles for a classless, nondom-
inative, co-operative, participatory democracy”. Consequently, with respect to information
studies, Fuchs [2009] postulate:

“Critical information theory therefore must study not just the role of information and
information concepts in society, academia, nature, culture, etc, but how it is related
to processes of oppression, exploitation, and domination, which implies a normative
judgment in solidarity with the dominated and for the abolishment of domination.”




It is this commitment to nondomination and participatory democracy that I suggest should
be the tenet around which we theorize the notion of “societal good” within IR. System
behaviors that are desired by the liberal frame—such as fairness and transparency—must
then be appraised with respect to whether they help us to sufficiently challenge systems of
oppression and move use towards universal emancipation and participatory democracy. This
goal broadens our purview of concern beyond algorithmic mitigations and asks of us to situate
our work in broader sociopolitics and power relationships of our world. It both clarifies the
societal change we aspire to affect through our work as well as calls for the development of
relevant theories of change for how we envision our work to achieve its desired outcomes.

2.2.3 Social construction of technology

Technological determinism is a reductionist theory that asserts that technology develops
following its own internal logic of efficiency and acts as an exogenous force on society and
culture causing them to adapt [Héder, 2021]. We can observe such a worldview dominant
within computing today that presupposes the inevitability of a future shaped by “Al” tech-
nologies. This technological deterministic thinking is also reflected by the liberal frame that
is reluctant to challenge industry narratives and holds the capitalist logic of market-based
decision-making as both legitimate and outside the realm of critique; therefore relegating
itself strictly to the role of trying to moderate or delay the harms and inequities caused by
these so-claimed “inevitable” technologies.

The critical frame rejects technological determinism in favor of recognizing that technology
and society mutually shape each other. It encourages us to challenge technological and instru-
mental rationality and reclaim our agency to intentionally choose our desired sociotechnical
futures. These visions of desirable futures constitute our sociotechnical imaginaries [Jasanoff
and Kim, 2015] and are unsurprisingly shaped by power relations between social groups and
capitalist logic of efficiency. The IR community must reflect on whose sociotechnical imagi-
naries are granted normative status in our field and intentionally reimagine a liberatory role
of information access technologies in realizing nondominative futures. In doing so, we must
also go beyond trying to make oppressive technologies more transparent or fair, and instead
redirect our energy to radically redesigning our sociotechnical information systems in service
of society’s liberatory aspirations.

2.2.4 Social construction of knowledge

The critical frame challenges positivist views on information and the role ascribed to IR
within a capitalist model of information consumption. In IR, it is typical to assume the exis-
tence of a corpus of information artifacts (e.g., documents or items) and a set of information
needs of users (represented as queries or their current context) that stand independent of the
IR system. The prescribed goal of the IR system is to match the information artifacts (“sup-
ply”) with the information needs (“demand”) based on some notion of relevance that the
system should estimate automatically. Relevance here is generally defined in terms of top-
ical match—i.e., does the information artifact satisfy the information need—but may also
consider other attributes such as authority and trustworthiness of the information source
and factuality of its claims. IR tasks, in this context, are often represented as pre-curated




datasets with a corpus, a set of information needs, and static relevance judgments that guide
the development, training, and evaluation of models for relevance estimation.

The social constructionist view of information refutes this perspective and instead sees the
corpus, the information needs, the IR system, and society in complex mutually-shaping rela-
tions with each other. Today’s IR systems are no longer simple keyword-based lookup tools;
they actively model users and information, and shape consumer behavior, political discourse,
and culture [Grimmelmann, 2008; Gillespie, 2019; Hallinan and Striphas, 2016]. They are
integral to our social processes of sense-making and knowledge production across communi-
ties and populations. The business models of commercial IR platforms and the sociopolitical
values of those who control these platforms wield enourmous influence over global informa-
tion production, not just consumption. In light of this, the social constructionist perspective
challenges the reductionist view of IR as divorced from historical and current social and
political context, and instead encourages us to see IR systems as sociotechnical components
embedded within dynamic knowledge ecosystems. This motivates very different views of
IR tasks, those that cannot be captured by static datasets in isolation. Instead, it requires
modeling complex information processes in which information is appraised not just based on
their relevance or factuality but in the context of power relations within society. The role of
IR then becomes to actively affect certain process outcomes, including growing our collective
understanding of our physical and social environments—and our relations with them—and
realizing nondominative futures.

2.2.5 Praxis

Another distinctive feature of the critical IR frame is that it challenges the boundaries
of what we traditionally consider as research activities within the field. Our desired social
transformations cannot be realized by theorization and research being conducted in isolation.
Instead, it calls for recognizing praxis (liberatory research + liberatory action) as legitimate
and necessary activity within our work. Examples of such liberatory actions includes:

1. Building consensus on red lines in our research, e.g., prohibiting IR research
on generative ads and other related technologies whose core objective is to manipulate
public opinion at scale.

2. Building counter-structures, e.g., building public-service IR platforms as alterna-
tives to for-profit proprietary systems, exploring worker-owned cooperatives as alter-
natives to for-profit corporations, and building alternatives® to the for-profit academic
publishing ecosystem.

3. Collective organizing and movement building, e.g., building collectives within
the research community, organizing issue-based protests, supporting labor unioniza-
tion within academic and industry institutions, and participating in broader political
movements and collective actions.

4. Sociopolitical consciousness raising within the research community, e.g., cre-
ating spaces where IR community members can engage in critical dialog as a form
of liberatory pedagogy [Freire, 1970], initiating book clubs and reading groups to en-
gage with critical scholarship and build shared understanding, and leveraging different
artistic medium like zines to educate and mobilize the community.

8F.g., https://irrj.org/about
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5. Public education, e.g., creating materials and resources that inform and mobilize
civil society against oppressive actors who instrumentalize new technologies to entrench
their wealth and power and reinforce historical systems of oppression.

6. Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion, e.g., ensuring that our communities are welcoming
and safe spaces for researchers and practitioners from historically underrepresented
and marginalized groups and their radical liberatory politics, and actively countering
systemic discrimination and marginalization in our community spaces.

7. Community care, e.g., creating community infrastructure to ensure psychological
and financial safety of community members in the face of likely reprisals from those
whose power is threatened by our work, and standing in solidarity with our community
members who themselves (or their loved ones) are impacted by or are at risk from
ongoing human rights violations, immigration violence, displacement, apartheid, war,
and genocide.

3 Concluding thoughts: From here to there

Critical IR presents a high-potential direction for theoretical and applied IR research. The
serious risks to our information ecosystems in the emerging era of technofascism [Coeckel-
bergh, 2026] makes investing in this research critically urgent. The call to center societal,
democratic, and emancipatory values in IR research at SWIRL 2025 [Trippas et al., 2025]
was in recognition of the several ongoing strands of IR research that are already working
to incorporate theories from social and political sciences as well as developing our own crit-
ical theoretical foundation for the field. This includes structural critiques of our current
approaches to gender-aware information access [Pinney et al., 2023], critical analysis of the
implications of generative Al for IR [Mitra et al., 2024], and questions of how IR can support
different forms of democratic governance [Vrijenhoek et al., 2021].

In my own work [Mitra, 2025b], I have argued the need for IR to reject technological de-
terminism and critically examine the sociotechnical imaginaries that shape our research. I
have also advocated for adopting nondomination as a central tenet in our field, offering the
following operative definition for emancipatory IR [Mitra, 2025a] towards that goal:

“Emancipatory IR is the study and development of information access methods that
challenge all forms of human oppression and situates its activities within broader
collective emancipatory praxis.”

I theorized about emancipatory IR intentionally to encourage my IR colleagues to center the
concerns of universal humanization and liberation from structural forms of oppression—e.g.,
colonialism, racism, patriarchy, casteism, transphobia, religious persecution, and ableism—
in our work; and to discourage the non-performative academic gaze. But these concerns
should not be simply the focus of a subset of the IR, community. At ECIR 2026 IR-for-Good
track [Mitra and Heuss, 2025], we posed the following rhetorical question:

“Does a special track on IR-for-Good (=) imply that other contributions to the
conference are IR-for-Bad (@& )?”.

This is an intentional prompt to the IR community to reaffirm that all IR research should
aspire to realize societal good, and any demands for scientific inquiry that stands contradic-
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tory to the wellbeing of society should be vigorously rejected as Belkin and Robertson [1976]
recommended fifty years ago. To reemphasize, not only should we inject the critical lens in
ongoing research on fairness, explainability, and related topics, we should also subject IR
research that do not generally make explicit societal arguments—e.g., work on indexing data
structures and Al aided information access—to the same critical demands. Even sub-topics
of IR like data structures that may superficially seem detached from societal concerns, may
in fact conceal underlying assumptions about centralized platform control and ownership.
My argument here mirrors the perspective of Fuchs [2009] that our ultimate goal should
not be to realize the critical frame as one alternative that coexists with a plurality of other
frames, but to realize a unified critical approach to information studies.

To shift the IR, community towards critical theories and practices will require pulling together
the current strands of ongoing work into a coherent research area. But more importantly, it
will also require raising the sociopolitical consciousness of the community that has historically
taken comfort in being portrayed as apolitical. Any desired transformation to IR technologies
must be preceded by transformation of the IR community itself [Mitra, 2025b]; and we cannot
prescribe this transformation top-down—nor from theorists to practitioners—but instead we
must build the scaffolding that others can follow for their own liberatory education and
development of their conscientizagdo [Freire, 1970]. We will also need community spaces
that are explicitly politicized and amenable to open and critical conversations about the role
of IR in supporting social justice, emancipation, and democracy—as is our goal with the
SIGIR 2026 JEDI workshop [Mitra et al., 2026a).

Our work in support of this transition will also require developing new community practices.
For example, ECIR 2026 IR-for-Good track [Mitra and Heuss, 2025] introduced a new re-
quirement for papers to articulate their theories of change and underlying assumptions that
must hold true for their desired goals to be realized in practice. The motivation was that by
making our theories of change explicit as part of our scholarship allows for their necessary
critique and refinement over time. Other relevant practices may include requiring papers
to provide positionality statements, elaborate on their ethical considerations, and declare
any usage of Al in writing or conducting research. IR would benefit from looking at our
adjacent communities—such IS, FAccT, and HCI—for lessons learned in those fields and
actively experiment with new practices to continue evolving our research norms.

While throughout this article, I have called on the IR community to center justice and eman-
cipation in our work, I must forewarn that as a community we must reject any false notions
of technosolutionism and vigorously challenge the technologists-as-liberator framing [Mitra
et al., 2026b]. Instead, we must do the challenging and radical task of reimagining all IR
technologies as sociotechnical systems and encode spaces for community participation, collec-
tive deliberation, and democratic negotiation within our platforms, and intentionally allow
our platforms to be co-opted by the oppressed in service of their liberatory struggles.

My call for incorporating critical theories and practices in IR is also a call for more rigor in
our scholarly scientific activities. Rigorous IR scholarship cannot emerge from a reactionary
understanding of our world and the role of information in it. Rigor in IR, similar to in adja-
cent disciplines like AT [Olteanu et al., 2025], must be understood as not just methodological
rigor but also epistemic, normative, conceptual, reporting, and interpretative rigor. In sum-
mary, the goal of critical IR research is to employ rigorous science in service of realizing
Fuchs’s “classless, nondominative, co-operative, participatory democracy” [Fuchs, 2009].
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