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Abstract

Half a century ago, Belkin and Robertson called on the information
science community to recognize the field’s salient responsibility
to society and urged us to develop a theoretical foundation for
understanding what constitutes societal good that can inform in-
formation access research and technology development. Despite
their prescient call-to-action, information retrieval (IR) today finds
itself in a troubling situation. Our world is facing a confluence of
several mutually reinforcing crises each of which intersects with
concerns of social justice and emancipation, and in this moment
of precarity, information access systems (e.g., search engines and
chatbots) represent sites of conflict between oppression and eman-
cipation. However, the current dominating frames of fairness and
transparency are proving insufficient to address the emerging risks
of user surveillance and manipulation and the risks of authoritarian
capture of our information access platforms. These concerns are
particularly serious 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. This talk is a provoca-
tion to reimagine how IR can support our emancipatory struggles,
and a call for the IR community to rigorously incorporate critical
theories and practices in our research.
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online information access and questions of social justice and emanci-
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