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Abstract

Purpose –This paper is an extension of a panel presentation delivered in response to a joint call for panels by
the Social Informatics and Information Ethics and Policy Special Interest Groups for the 2022 Association for
Information Science and Technology conference. The purpose is to introduce critical race frameworks and
tenets as a lens to develop, assess and analyze the social informatics (SI) within information science (IS)
research, professional discourse, praxis and pedagogical paradigms. This paper spotlights one of the
presentations from that panel, an iteration of Critical Race Theory (CRT) designed specifically for information
studies: CRiTical Race information Theory (CRiT).
Design/methodology/approach – Just as importantly, using SI as part of the context, the paper also
includes a discussion that illustrates research and theory building possibilities as both counter and
complement to the technocratic advances that permeate society at every level (macro, mezzo and micro), which
can also be reasonably framed as the information industrial complex. Thus, CRiT joins other forms of critical
discourse and praxis grappling with deconstructing, decolonizing, demarginalizing and demystifying the
influence and impact of information technologies. While CRiT has global intentions and implications, this
specific discussion has an extensive American focus.
Findings – If we consider the rapid pace in which techno-determinism is moving toward the vise grip of
techno-fatalism controlled by frameworks generated from the information industrial complex, we can
reasonably consider that humanity on a global basis is living within a meta-large technocratic crisis moment.
This crisis moment is both acute and chronic. That is, the technocratic crisis is continuously moving quickly
while simultaneously worsening over an extended period of time with no remedies and few responses to
substantively address the crisis.
Research limitations/implications – Part of the nature of information and data is measurability. Thus,
identifying compatible nomenclature connecting the descriptiveness of intersectionality (a seminal CRT tool)
as a qualitative research method to the measurability of data connected to quantitative research, a mixed
method approach moves from possible to plausible. Additionally, within IS, there are often opportunities to
measure human engagement, such as social media content, search engine use, assessing practices of
categorizations, and multiple forms of surveillance data as a short list. Hence, the descriptiveness of
intersectional qualitative research “mixed”with the measurability of quantitative research within information
settings implies exponential methodological possibilities.
Practical implications – CRiT is multilayered, on the one hand, with the intention of being a discipline-
specific, information-specific form of CRT. On the other hand, CRiT theory building is interdisciplinary and
transdisciplinary based on information as omnipresent phenomena. An ongoing challenge for CRiT theory
building is identifying and working within a balance between, practitioners who typically throw anything and
everything at practical problems, while scholars often slice problems into such small segments that practical

DTS
2,4

356

© Anthony W. Dunbar. Published in Digital Transformation and Society. Published by Emerald
Publishing Limited. This article is published under the Creative Commons Attribution (CC BY 4.0) licence.
Anyone may reproduce, distribute, translate and create derivative works of this article (for both
commercial and non-commercial purposes), subject to full attribution to the original publication and
authors. The full terms of this licencemay be seen at http://creativecommons.org/licences/by/4.0/legalcode

This paper forms part of a special section “Social Informatics and Designing for Social Good”, guest
edited by Alicia Julia Wilson Takaoka, Madelyn Rose Sanfilippo and Xiaohua (Awa) Zhu.

The current issue and full text archive of this journal is available on Emerald Insight at:

https://www.emerald.com/insight/2755-0761.htm

Received 10 February 2023
Revised 2 May 2023
Accepted 15 June 2023

Digital Transformation and
Society
Vol. 2 No. 4, 2023
pp. 356-375
Emerald Publishing Limited
e-ISSN: 2755-077X
p-ISSN: 2755-0761
DOI 10.1108/DTS-02-2023-0013

http://creativecommons.org/licences/by/4.0/legalcode
https://doi.org/10.1108/DTS-02-2023-0013


understanding is severely limited. Embracing and integrating the dynamic interplay between developing ideas
and using them is the key to evolving CRiT within the social sciences.
Social implications – There is plenty of room as well as a need for additional narrative discussing or
challenging the use or appropriation of information from a technocratic approach, a counter to the information
industrial complex.
Originality/value – CRiT is emerging and cutting edge in discussion that addresses the technocratic
determinism found in most scholarly discourses.

Keywords Critical race theory, Social informatics, Critical mixed-methods research,

CRiTical Race information Theory, Information industrial complex, Technocratic determinism

Paper type Practitioner Paper

Introduction/overview
While critical race-framed discussions are not unfamiliar within the information science (IS)
discourse, it would be quite presumptive to state them as abundant. In the scholarly and
professional literature, Critical Race Theory (CRT) has not been fully embraced and included
within the IS discourse [1]. There has been some progress [2], including the groundbreaking
editedwork, Knowledge Justice (Leung& L�opez-McKnight, 2021), which considers library and
information science (LIS) from aCRT lens. The context of social justicework, which alignswith
CRT aspirations, is most often discussed as sociological contexts related to the pedagogy of IS
along with the issues at mezzo level of professional librarianship (Budd, 2003, 2013; Caswell,
2017; Cooke, Sweeney, & Noble, 2016; Cooke & Sweeney, 2017; Kumasi & Manlove, 2015;
Pawley, 1998, 2006; Punzalan&Caswell, 2016; Raber, 2003; Radford&Radford, 2003; Sweeney
& Cooke, 2018). There are also those who have used CRT related to information technology
(Center for Critical Race þ Digital Studies, n.d; Hamilton, 2020; Johnson, Shapiro, Disalvo,
Rothschild, & Disalvo, 2021; and Ogbonnaya-Ogburu, Smith, To, & Toyama, 2020) [3].

Yet, there is still room as well as a need for additional narrative discussing or challenging
the use or appropriation of information from a technocratic approach, a counter to the
information industrial complex [4]. Powers and Jablonski (2015) frame the information
industrial complex as a phenomenon that developed prior to the end of the Second World
War: “Through various policy mechanisms, including subsidy, domestic and international
policy reform, direct investment, and guidance, the U.S. government facilitated the rise of
modern information and communications technologies, including, in particular, computers
and the internet, funded their advanced technological development, and pushed for
governance structures enabling their global reach” (p. 51). Moreover, “the symbiotic
relationship between the U.S. government and the information sector does not bode well for
the future” (p. 51).

While the corporate and governmental interests of a commodified information ecosystem
have reached a level of well-embedded societal determinism, those embarking on critical race
frameworks, be they pedagogical, praxis-based, research-driven, or theoretical in nature, are
a necessary resistance to determinism evolving into fatalism (Licker, 2002). The technocratic
advances that permeate society at every level (macro, mezzo and micro) require ongoing
deconstruction, decolonization, demarginalization and demystification of the influence and
impact of information technologies.

The timing of offering first the panel at the 2022 ASIS&T conference and subsequently this
expanded component of the panel spotlighting CRiTical Race information Theory (CRiT) comes
in the wake of the racial awakening summer of 2020, which led to an interest convergence (Bell
and Derrick, 1980) for racial justice [5]. Applying interest convergence more specifically to IS
shows that many information professionals have interest in racial justice not from a previous
position of commitment to racial justice but rather, in many instances, from a moment of
convergence within the momentum of international awareness of racial injustices magnified
during the summer of 2020. Drawing from the literature, this particular type of IS interest
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convergence usually plays out in performative actswhere each variation of the performative can
be considered a react and respond approach (RRA) (Birdi, Dunbar, Furner, & Ibekwe, 2022) [6].

As with most (if not all) interest convergence moments, the laser hot interest of the
moment, particularly within the context of racial or social justice, is followed in short order by
the subsequent chilling effect. This is certainly the case regarding the racial justice summer of
2020 (Kennedy, 2021; Crenshaw, 1988; Ottesen, 2022).

The evolution of social informatics pointing toward a critical race context
Social Informatic studies are often cognizant of theways that people and organizations act in support
of differing social values and beliefs, and have different positions of power in their various
relationships (Kling, 1997) [7].

Social Informatics (SI) evolved from what has been framed as foundational and early work,
often led by Rob Kling, when the primary focus was to explain the sociological aspects of
information and communication technologies (ICTs) (Sanfillippo&Fichman, 2013). The early
work “demonstrated that critical analysis provided more accurate explanations of
computerization outcomes than simplistic determinisms” (p. 2). While this early work is
noted as starting in the mid-1980s, driven by the need to understand the influence and impact
on the sociocultural aspects of lived experience based on the ever-increasing integration of
ICT in societal economic, political, professional/corporate and governmental infrastructures,
engagements attempting to fully define SI continued into the next decade:

“A National Science Foundation-sponsored workshop, Advances in Social and Organizational
Informatics, was held in November 1997 at Indiana University in Bloomington, IN During the
workshop, participants struggled with the problems of defining SI as a field of study, focusing on its
definition, fundamental concepts, research exemplars, and other components of field building. One
outcome of the discussions was a working definition of social informatics as: The interdisciplinary
study of the design, uses, and consequences of information, and information and communications
technologies, and their interactions with institutional and cultural contexts.” (Kling, Rosenbaum, &
Hert, 1998, p. 1048). Thus, some of the SI scholarship began to stress the need to explore social
possibilities of computerization, rather than functional computing efficiency and productivity alone.
Kling and his colleagues worked to better understand sociotechnical interactions and social aspects
of ICT, “in part to explain rapid technological change and in part to define SI” (Sanfillippo &
Fichman, 2013, p. 6).

While the early development of SI was focused on the explanatory, there was a scholar who
foresawmore fully the current integration, influence and impact of ICTs and the deterministic
future that was soon to come. “In 1994 — before most Americans had an email address or
Internet access or even a personal computer — Philip Agre foresaw that computers would
one day facilitate the mass collection of data on everything in society” (Albergotti, 2021).

As Agre expressed, “research can now proceed on the basis of a radical interpretation of
their significance, inevitably incremental in its practical effect but more sophisticated than it
would have been otherwise, leading toward new and different problems. Or perhaps the
predicted impasses have not been detected, in which case one might ask why they have been
overlooked” (Agre, 1997, p. 150).

In turn, Agre begins to point more toward the (as it turns out, accurately) predictive:

Technical impasses can be overlooked for many reasons; they can be buried in vague or ambiguous
language, in notational conventions, in experimental designs, in seemingly unproblematic
assumptions, and in many other places. Critical methods might be helpful in discovering other
ways in which technical troubles can be inadvertently hidden from view. But nothing can substitute
for the daily work of trying to get things built and working. Technical research can only develop
from within the designer’s own practical work, and it will only progress when the designer’s
experience is neither channeled by self-reinforcing conceptual schemata from inside the field nor
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delegitimated by incommensurable philosophies from outside of it. Cultivating the painstaking
middle way between these hazards is probably not my own path any more, but it is very much what
Collins (1990) [8] had in mind in his philosophically astute but constructively minded research on
expert systems, and perhaps it will be a path for others in the future (Agre, 1997, pp. 150–151).

Advancing this discussion finds that the early years of ICTs and Internet development were
not completely void of all critical engagement. Hamilton’s (2020) insights and review of the
literature specifically focus on race and ultimately connect ICTs and the Internet studies to
critical race engagements. “For all of this vibrancy in early Internet studies, questions about
race were often ignored. Indeed, the tech industry and many researchers posited the Internet
as a utopia where racialized identities would cease to exist. In response, a critical body of
scholarship emerged to critique the inherent whiteness in the early scholarship about the
Internet and its obfuscation of the role of race in the structure and culture of the Internet. This
field of study, which I refer to as critical race and digital studies, continues to be developed
empirically and theoretically” (pp. 292–293).

Hamilton goes on to write, “at a basic level, colorblind racism takes the critique of
colorblindness one step further to suggest that adherence to colorblindness—in the face of
social facts and realities that point out the continuing significance of race itself constitutes a
certain kind of racism.Within Internet studies [and ICT critiques], colorblind racism has been
expressed through an imagining of the Internet as a racial utopia within which the social
inequities of the physical world could be left behind” (p. 293). In essence, Hamilton describes
how Internet and ICT studies tended to “whitewash” identity-based concerns in favor of a
default approach that prioritizes white patriarchal hetero hierarchies.

One of the scholars Hamilton points to in their critique and review of the literature is Ruha
Benjamin (2019). Benjamin coined “The New Jim Code,” which refers to technocratic
oppression resembling and recreating the powerful disenfranchisement of Jim Crow (1877–
1950). As articulated by Benjamin, Race after Technology: Abolitionist Tools for the New Jim
Code “integrates the tools of science and technology studies (STS) and critical race studies to
examine coded inequity and our contemporary racial landscape. Taken together within the
framework ofwhat I term race critical code studies, this approach helps us open the Black box
of coded inequity. ‘Black box’ is a metaphor commonly used in STS to describe how the social
production of science and technology is hidden from view” (p. 34).

Benjamin writes, “critical race studies interrogates the inner workings of sociolegal
systems. Using this hybrid approach, we observe not only that any given social order is
impacted by technological development, as determinists would argue, but that social norms,
ideologies, and practices are a constitutive part of technical design” (p. 22).

It is unrealistic to believe that an immediate and increased critical focus on the accelerating
pace of ICT progression, artificial intelligence technologies and Internet optimization will in
the moment or even eventually keep pace with the rate of exploitation within corporate data
sharing. Understanding the daunting reality only elevates the importance of developing SI
research tools as a counter to technocratic appropriation and oppression. By developing a
critical race information framework specifically focused on both the institutional and cultural
contexts of SI, what becomes visible andworthy of discussion are the authentic points of view
and lived experiences of specific and unique sets of sociocultural identities. This makes the
resistance to technological determinism a worthy and rigorous engagement to prevent
technological fatalism as the information industrial complex continues to evolve and expand.

What is CRiTical race information theory?
The CRiT lineage (abbreviated)
CRiT is a rapidly developing iteration of CRT applied within information settings. As with
any developing theory, CRiT too has lineage with ancestral roots.
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It is reasonable to consider the Frankfurt School as the starting point of the critical theory
to CRiT lineage. However, the work of the Institute of Social Research was set up by two prior
moments in history that occurred in the nineteenth century. Auguste Comte’s initiation of the
positivist movement in 1830 marks the first precursor of critical theory. In this sense,
positivism is the adversarial academic worldview that positions critical theorizing as an
appropriate counterbalance (Comte, 1974; Macey, 2001). Just as importantly, it must be noted
that the second significant moment of nineteenth-century history, which was influential
enough to be considered a foreshadower of critical theory, is the development and evolution of
Karl Marx’ and Freidrich Engels’ work [9].

Building further on theMarxist perspective, JurgenHabermas’ scholarship personifies the
transition in critical theory building. The early writings of Habermas, those from 1950s
through the 1960s, reflect an extension of traditional Marxist values applied in the more
traditional manner of the Frankfurt scholars; more specifically, the Marxist-driven critical
theory that addressed issues associated with overcoming modernity, early twentieth-century
positivism, and the spread of fascism (Dews and McCarthy, 2001; Giddens, 1977; Held, 1980).
An often raised and reasonable criticism of Habermas is that while he was a proponent of
praxis-based scholarship, his work is heavy on the theory and light on the practice
components of praxis. This criticism may be fair, but for the purposes of this study, it is the
theoretical substance that best connects to the jurisprudence of critical legal studies (CLS).
There may be few that connect Habermas to CLS, however, this pairing combined with the
development of CRT serves as inspiration for CRiT.

CLS is where most folks begin to engage their understanding of CRT based on the recent
spotlighting, misrepresentation and evolving divisiveness connected to CRT. In turn,
Figure 1 begins by picking up the lineage and illustrating CLS as a more “modern era”
jumping-off point, one most commonly referenced in the news media and on social media
(Basu, 2021; Cobb, 2021; Fortin, 2021).

As a movement, CLS was established in May of 1977 during the First National Conference
on Critical Legal Studies. Of course, this conference marks the initial academic organizing of
those that self-identify as critical legal scholars, yet, the roots of CLS can easily be connected to
class analysis dating back to the 1930s as part of the depression era’s economic social analysis
(Hasnas, 1995; White, 1986). As such, it is safe to say there have been plenty of legal briefs, law

Figure 1.
Lineage of CriT
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school courses, judicial decisions and judicial interpretations that have either discussed or
confronted the interdependent relationship between social structure, social values, social
constructs and the nature, traditions, doctrines and enforcements within the American legal
system. The thrust of the CLS movement has focused on the limits of social equity and social
consciousness within many aspects of legal jurisprudence. Put succinctly, CLS scholars
identify and discuss points of oppression embedded within the American legal system.

Feldman (2000) surmises that “critical legal studies is perhaps best understood as a
generational movement. From this vantage, the crits (CLS scholars) were those critical radical
thinkers who entered the legal academy in the 1970s and dominated left legal thought for 15
years or so. The crits themselves were motivated greatly by their experiences as war
protestors as well as by their profound disappointment with their own law school
experiences [10].”

The provocative question that launched the workshop—‘What is it about the

whiteness of CLS that keeps people of color at bay’—foreshadowed the

eventual recognition that interrogating whiteness is an important dimension

of any critical discourse on race. Unfortunately, this cutting edge intervention

was not well received, particularly by some of the white male heavies of CLS.

- Kimberle Williams Crenshaw discussing a 1985 watershed moment leading to the creation of
CRT [11]

From a historian’s perspective, one could point to a number of occurrences or historical events
and make a case that it was the true start of the Critical Race Movement. It would be fair to
suggest that the first published law journal article on affirmative action was the actual start.
Any number of tipping points during discussions of racewithin the CLSmovement couldmark
the CRT launching point. Perhaps a combination of the aforementioned might suggest that a
progression of occurrences gave birth to CRT. Or we can simply accept that it was an event
whose time had come. However, in the interest of this text, we pick up the story in 1987. This is
when the blurred lines between the CLS and CRT movement become a little more focused.

According to Crenshaw, the 1987 CLS conference “promised to move the discussion of race
to the center of CLS; a number of factors tempered the enthusiasm of many people of color
associated with CLS. Many harbored serious reservations about the value of such a conference
in light of the maelstrom prompted by the 1985 race workshop. Those of us who had
experienced such resistance to the internal dialogue about race in CLS were concerned that the
upcoming conference would sidestep the more controversial discourse and focus instead of
developing a CLS critique of race in legal institutions ‘out there’” (Crenshaw, 2002, p. 16). In
short, the efforts made by scholars of color to bring the issue of race to the forefront both as a
general point of reference and the main focal point of the 1987 CLS conference was a
monumental task, not just in the organizing of an event but also in the work of overcoming
pessimism and resistance in the form of institutional racism. More importantly, the future
leaders of the CRT movement were taking control of “self,” which is no easy task based on the
embeddedness of racism in American society (then and now). In taking control of self, the Crits
of color were setting into motion two dynamics. First, they were creating a self-expressive
critique of racism and its impact on their identity development. Secondly, these “critical”
pioneerswere insistent that “white folk” take responsibility for their racism, as acts of individual
behavior, as contributors to institutional racism, and as compliant recipients of white privilege.

In retrospect, the 1987 CLS conference turned out to be a watershedmoment formore than
just folks of color. This moment in time was a turning point for anyone who identified or self-
identifies as disenfranchised from the normative center of social acceptability. Many of these
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individuals have daily experiences within multiple identities of marginalized existence. Not
only did the moment mark a new paradigm in the discussion of race but it eventually served
(and currently serves) as a sort of social justice template. CRT has become a framework
utilized by multiple identity groups from their lived experience vantage points, including
CRiT. The Figure 2 below illustrates a snapshot (a pause to capture themoment, reflecting the
breadth and developing depth of CRT) of what will continue to evolve as it applies to both
CRT and CRiT.

As noted by Snow and Dunbar (2022), “it is reasonable to consider that as CRT continues to
expand and evolve within LIS, an even more intentional commitment to critical race theory
[will also] lead to [the expansion of] critical race information theory (CRIT), similar to the way
other subject areas have embraced CRT and enhanced their CRT discourse. For example,
ethnic and indigenous studies have LatCrit and TribalCrit along with LGBTQ þ studies
havingOutCrit, QueerCrit, and [DisCrit]. LIS fully claiming its relationship to CRT could be an
enhancement to the equity and justice discourse within the discipline by having a positive
impact on the recruitment (and retention) of students of color, further implementing critical
pedagogy, broadening research, as well as epistemology related to knowledge, organization,
and interaction” (p. 4).

The CRiT infrastructure
CRiT as a framework also aligns well as an instrument for analysis and assessment of
informatics as components of research, activism and theory building. In doing so, CRiT lends
opportunity to substantively counterbalance the heavily technocratic influences and
applications within the information studies discipline. CRiT establishes “information” to
be understood as phenomena that influence academic disciplines, sociocultural context,
economic circumstances, health outcomes, and within everyday human interactions; thus,
CRiT also exists as an interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary framework. CRiT in its current
iteration has a three-dimensional approach. CRiT as pedagogyworks in tandemwith CRiT as
praxis and CRiT as theory.

CRiT as pedagogy
There are three foundational components to CRiT pedagogy: a teaching philosophy, the
learning theories and the course deliverymethod. The CRiT teaching philosophy has evolved
and continues to evolve within each CRiT course designed and taught, each course session,

Figure 2.
CRiT – three-
dimensional approach
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each interpersonal engagement with a learning community member (student), and with each
collegial exchange about working our craft as well as each deep dive (or re-dive) into critical
pedagogy literature. There has also been a cultivation of disposition and approach to this
teaching philosophy that is a combination of audacity and humility; intentionality and
exploration; resilience and rigor; along with reflectivity and responsibility.

That said, the CRiT teaching philosophy has both primary and secondary goals. The
Primary Goal: develop socially conscious critical thinkers. The Secondary Goal: inspire
critical content creators. The strategy toward achieving both the primary and secondary
goals is drawn from a basic premise within Freirean pedagogy, which is to avoid narration as
a dominant teaching method [12]. According to Paulo Freire, an exclusive lecturing style
turns students into containers or receptacles to be filled, the banking concept of education, in
which the scope of the action allowed to students extends only as far as receiving, filing and
storing deposits. “The teacher presents [themselves] to the students as their necessary
opposite; by considering their ignorance absolute, [the teacher] justifies their
existence. . .students that accept this ignorance never discover they [also] educate the
teacher” (Freire, 2005, p. 72). If we place the expectation upon information studies students to
take on innovative and critical thinking in applying CRiT to the technocratic aspects of the
discipline, then the philosophy of teaching must also facilitate that expectation.

CRiT pedagogy adheres to two learning theories: Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory of
learning and critical constructivist approaches to learning [13]. The combination of
Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory along with critical constructivism emphasizes that “In
many contemporary educational settings. . . students and teachers are not encouraged to
confront why they tend to think as they do about themselves, the world around them and
their relationships to that world. In other words, such individuals gain little insight into the
forces that shape them—the construction of their consciousnesses” (Kincheloe, 2005, p. 49).

The CRiT pedagogy utilizes a Community Learning Model delivery method through
which the teaching philosophies and learning theories come together in a complementary and
supplementary manner within the learning community; thus, generating learning as place
and space. Accordingly, a learning community “promotes and maximizes the individual and
shared learning of its members. There is ongoing interaction, interplay, and collaboration
among the community’s members as they strive for specified common learning goals”
(Lenning, Hill, Saunders, Solan, & Stokes, 2013, p. 7). CRiT learning communities have a
shared responsibility between the learning community leader and the learning community
members in the facilitation of the learning content and administration of the learning
community activities.

Beyond the suggestions and implications authored in this text, CRiT is already actively
serving a pedagogical purpose, in the form of two fully designed courses within the School of
Information Studies MLIS program’s regularly offered courses at Dominican University in
Illinois [14].

CRiT as praxis
The praxis approach is driven by the intentionality to be transformative versus simply
serving as performative within research and theory building as well as in pedagogical
endeavors to transform spaces (Freire, 2005), in understanding that performative
engagements are entrenched in symbolism and rhetoric. Even when working optimally,
performative actions seldom, if ever, result in transformation; in a best-case scenario, solely
performative acts result in rituals and ritual-making (La Belle, 1986). Conversely, CRiT as
praxis is intended to result in transformation. “[A] transformative experience changes you
epistemically and personally. It’s an experience— perhaps short-lived and intense, perhaps
gradual yet substantive—that brings about a profound epistemic and personal shift” (Paul&
Quiggin, 2020, p. 561). Through CRiT, transformation may range from acts of resistance to
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oppression and/or retrenchment to working toward funding allocation or policy amendment/
recreation (Glass, 2001). The intentionality of a CRiT praxis should generate a sense of
urgency, if not intensity, in bringing transformation to IS/LIS education. CRiT as praxis has
the possibility of offering ample opportunity to interrupt and, as it evolves, disrupt the
habitual muscle memory of performative social justice rhetoric and responses.

Again, beyond authoring abstract suggestions, CRiT as Praxis currently exists in the
world. The Critical Race Theory collective (CRTc) is a fully functioning community of
international, interdisciplinary and intersectional scholar-activists who are committed to
cultivating knowledge and information across borders. This community is most interested in
developing knowledge justice tools for dismantling white supremacy and oppressive
hierarchies as they manifest in spaces of work, education and society [15].

CRiT as theory
In order to thoroughly address “What is CRiT?”, the concept must be operationalized. The
infrastructure of CRiT builds from three distinct sources: two previously expressed CRT
tenet frameworks; two tenets developed to provide an information context; and seminal
CRT Tools.

The existing CRT tenets that are part of the CRiT infrastructure come from Delgado,
Stephanic, and Harris’ “Basic Tenets of Critical Race Theory” in the third edition of Critical
Race Theory: An Introduction (2017, pp. 9–11) as well as modified version of the CRT tenets
framing presented byKumasi et al. (2020) inAPreliminary Study Interrogating the Cataloging
and Classification Schemes of a K-12 Book Discovery Platform through a Critical Race Theory
Lens. CRiT draws from four clearly stated tenets, listed in Figure 3 under “Existing CRT
Tenets.” Similarly, there are two information context tenets in the operationalization of CRiT,
stated in full in the “Information Context Tenets” heading in Figure 3. The first tenet is the
grounding premise of CRiT. The second tenet speaks not only to understand the current IS/
LIS discourse but also the new paths and frontiers information will reach as future IS/LIS
discourses unfold to either join current discourses or replace them. The third resource pool
completing the juxtaposition of connotative and denotative shaping of CRiT are the CRT
Tools. The CRT tenets of interest convergence and intersectionality (Delgado et al., 2017;
Kumasi et al., 2020) are repositioned as CRT Tools in CRIT. The traditional CRT tools of
counterstory andwhiteness as property round out this resource pool, detailed in the “Seminal
CRT Tools” section of Figure 3.

Leading into the next discussion, it is most important to note the Information Tenets
within CRiT:

(1) Every aspect of information, including its form, use, structure and infrastructure can
be analyzed in order to understand the ways in which it reflects and represents the
beliefs, values, practices and politics of our society; and how in turn such dynamics
affect individuals and groups that are traditionally positioned in society as
marginalized or disenfranchised.

(2) Every information context is an opportunity for a critical race discussion or analysis.
Everywhere information engages society: CRiT is a viable lens to assess that
engagement through.

Discussing CRiTical race information theory, informatics and the information
industrial complex

The traditional approach to understanding the social consequences of ICTs in society is to trace their
direct social effects, based on the assumption that their information processing capabilities are
powerful and transformative. For example, this approach holds that the ICTs that constitute the
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infrastructure of the Internet have altered drastically the ways in which people communicate across
geographic and social divides.

Kling (1998), p. 1047

At present, the theoretical and empirical development of the field of critical race and digital studies is
in a period of considerable development. In recent years, numerous academic monographs and
articles theorizing about the interplay between race and the Internet have entered the academic
debate.

Hamilton (2020), p. 297

What Kling points out as the traditional approach to utilizing SI as stated in 1997 remains the
default approach of the present. Often research on ICTs related to SI takes the narrative tone
of discussing the impact and influence of the technology, which is a more friendly, less
deterministic way of expressing the realities of the information industrial complex. That
perspective, on the other hand, turns somewhat of a blind eye to the vantage point of those
most disenfranchised by “information processing capabilities [that] are powerful and
transformative.” It is not to say there has been complete radio silence regarding more
critically conscious approaches to applying the context of SI to the rapidly progressing
technocratic uses of advancing digital technologies; those scholarly expressions have been

Figure 3.
Framework and tenets

of CRiT

CRiTical Race
information

Theory

365



along the lines of small bleeps on the radar versus amplifiable sound carried by strong and
vibrant signals.

That said, Hamilton (2020) points to what is now an emergence of critical race and digital
studies work, which falls considerably short of critical race and digital work being (fully)
established in IS or across other disciplines more broadly. This discussion does not aim to
purport CRiT as a panacea for the lack of critical race work addressing technocratic power
across the globe; yet, there is certainly a profound need for intentional efforts to interrupt,
disrupt, deconstruct and decolonize ways that social informatics are used to further
subordinate the very (disenfranchised) communities who should gain more of the benefits of
the “powerful and transformative” attributes SI has to offer.

Making it CRiT
Establishing the Making it CRiT framework rests heavily upon the Information Tenets
within the Tenets and Frameworks of CRiT. The CRiT information Tenets differentiate CRiT
from the broader application of CRT alongwith clearly articulating that CRiT is related to but
also operates independently from both CRT in LIS/IS and the more recently articulated
LibCrit discourses. Thus, to reiterate, the Information Tenets state:

(1) Every aspect of information, including its form, use, structure and infrastructure can
be analyzed in order to understand the ways in which it reflects and represents the
beliefs, values, practices and politics of our society; and how in turn such dynamics
affect individuals and groups that are traditionally positioned in society as
marginalized or disenfranchised.

(2) Every information context is an opportunity for a critical race discussion or analysis.
Everywhere information engages society: CRiT is a viable lens to assess that
engagement through.

To add further from the seminalmonographTheory Building, “the central issue is to know the
materials out of which a [scientific/social scientific] theory is built and the manner in which
these components are articulated to each other...this essentially is descriptive knowledge and
the more profound the descriptive knowledge, the better is the theory likely to be. By better it
is meant, of course, that the theory more accurately mirrors the empirical domain it attempts
to describe” (Dubin, 1978, 237).

Thus, the building of a CRiT will consist of describing and defining the following:

(1) a coherent description, explanation and representation of observed or experienced
phenomena

(2) a set of interrelated constructs (concepts), definitions and propositions that present a
systematic view of phenomena by specifying relations among variables, with the
purpose of explaining and predicting the phenomena

(3) a set of tested empirical observations, a way of theorizing and to the product of that
theorizing, or a means of explaining social reality

In essence, the process of Making it CRiT applied to SI and information industrial complex is
an exploratory and explanatory endeavor with empowerment intentions. Following the true
nature of information which is inextricably connected to most parts of our lived experiences,
CRiT should have an exploratory nature that follows closely or at least attempts to keep
moderate pace with the technocratic advances. Thus, CRiT research and praxis should
function with the same assertive exploratory curiosity to critically analyze and assess ICTs
as do the research and social applications generated by the information industrial complex.
Simply stated, CRiT as a process of theory building can (and should) lead to the open
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dialogue, in essence, the describing of new critical race theories, terminologies and forms of
praxis, which ultimately leads to the construction of (additional) tools and frameworks when
utilized form paths of resistance as well as routes for socially and culturally detours for the
roads of techno-determinism that point toward the fatalistic destinations within the
information industrial complex.

Evenmore specifically, the parts and process come together in a “Making it CRiT” context.
With (social) informatics as the prevailing context and the information industrial complex as
the metaphoric protagonist, makes logical the introduction of an additional scaffolding
instrument: The Making it CRiT Chart in Figure 4. This scaffolding instrument illustrates
both the CRiTTenets and Framework alongwith a listing of specific examples of information
settings and contexts. Obviously, any Making it CRiT process needs a point of application.
Upon determining the subject, topic, and/or focal point of consideration, Making it CRiT can
commence.

A mixed-methods application for CRiT
One of the points listed in the Information Setting/Context section of theMaking it CRiT chart
(Figure 4) illustrates the information’s relationship to data, and clears a path to discussmixed-
methods possibilities. Part of the nature of information and data is measurability. In turn, if
we identify compatible nomenclature that connects the descriptiveness of intersectionality
(one of the seminal CRT tools) as a qualitative research method to the measurability of data
connected to quantitative research, a mixed-methods approach moves from possible to
plausible. For example, Intersectionality can present multiple ways people self-identify
through quite descriptive means related to a research question or setting. In quantitative
research terms, these multiple perspectives could be considered variables. We can juxtapose
the more qualitative descriptive attributes of intersectionality to discuss the impact of each
variable as a standalone (independent) specific occurrence or occurrences. Intersectionality
by design highlights when multiple yet distinctly different specific occurrences happen
concomitantly (Dunbar & Corble, 2022).

Adding further, within IS, there are often opportunities to measure human engagement,
such as social media content, search engine use, assessment of forms of categorizations,
and multiple forms of surveillance data to offer a short list. Hence, the mixed method
opportunity becomesmore clear. The descriptiveness of intersectional qualitative research
“mixed” with the measurability of quantitative research within information settings
implies exponential methodological possibilities. This same approach can be applied to
CRT tools beyond intersectionality such as microaggressions, interest convergence and
racial battle fatigue.

Closing it out
CRiT has one additional layer: the notion of CRiT having, on the one hand, the intention of
being discipline-specific:, a form of CRT developed for information-specific context. On the
other hand, CRiT theory building is both interdisciplinary and transdisciplinary based on
information as omnipresent phenomena (Awan, 2022; Choi & Pak, 2006; Kroeze et al., 2019).
As such, an ongoing challenge for the early stages of CRiT theory building will be the
continuous process of identifying and working within a balance between, “Practitioners
[who] typically throw anything and everything at practical problems, while scholars often
slice problems into such small segments that practical understanding is severely limited”
(Swanson & Chermack, 2013, p. 2). If we align with the notion of IS and LIS as applied
disciplines within the social sciences then, “Embracing and integrating the dynamic interplay
between developing ideas and using them is the key to growing and advancing applied
disciplines [through theory building]” (Swanson & Chermack, 2013, p. 2).
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If we consider the rapid pace in which techno-determinism is moving toward the vise grip of
techno-fatalism controlled by frameworks generated from the information industrial
complex, we can reasonably consider that humanity on a global basis is living within a
meta-large technocratic crisis moment. This crisis moment is both acute and chronic. That is,
the technocratic crisis is continuously moving quickly while simultaneously worsening over
an extended period of time with no remedies and few responses to substantively address the
crisis.

Figure 4.
Making it CRiT chart
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It is with these thoughts in mind that I present CRiT as a tool to join other forms of critical
praxis and resistance to grapple with deconstructing, decolonizing, demarginalizing and
demystifying the influence and impact of information technologies and the fatalism that
awaits at the gates of the information industrial complex.

. . .we should consider how private industry choices are in fact public policy decisions. They are
animated by political values influenced strongly by libertarianism, which extols individual
autonomy and corporate freedom from government regulation.

- Ruha Benjamin (2019, p. 6)

Notes

1. Most often within the “IS” context of information studies versus information science. Additionally,
the context referenced here is grounded in the Western literature, primarily American.

2. See Bowers et al., 2017, Dunbar (2006), Dunbar (2008), Dunbar (2021), Furner andDunbar (2004), Hall
(2012), Hughes-Hassell and Cox (2010), Hughes-Hassell (2013), Kumasi (2012), Kumasi (2021), Leung
and L�opez-McKnight (2020), Matthews (2020), Snow and Dunbar (2022), Stauffer (2020) andWalker
(2015) as a non-exhaustive list.

3. This is by no means an exhaustive list nor intended to be exclusionary of those not mentioned; it
merely notes that CRiT is not alone nor leading the charge in applying critical race frameworks to the
technocratic discourse within IS or in resistance to the information industrial complex more broadly.
Benôıt’s forerunning work (2002) should not be overlooked as well. The inclusions of Hamilton’s text
(2020) cover considerable ground in the context of reviewable and applicable literature.

4. The lineage of the information industrial complex points to Gu�erin (1939), initiating the framework for
themilitary industrial complex (MIC) inFascismandbig business. Eisenhower (1961)mainstreamedMIC
as a concept in his presidential farewell address. Among other antecedents are the prison industrial
complex (Davis & Shaylor, 2001); the academic industrial complex (coined by sociologist Richard L.
Harris) as the uncomplicated notion of the commercialization of academia (Culliton, 1982; Lee, 2003), as
well as Powers and Jablonski (2015) generating the next iteration: the information industrial complex.

5. “Translated from judicial activity in racial cases both before and after Brown, this principle of
‘interest convergence’ provides: The interest of blacks in achieving racial equality will be
accommodated only when it converges with the interests of whites” (p. 523). The application of
interest convergence has evolved beyond those of identifying as black and has further evolved
beyond the limited application of race.

6. RRAs in most instances are
1)Temporary – giving a momentary response to a circumstance, crisis and/or conversation

offering very little opportunity for sustained transitions or transformation.
2)Performative – with the new interest accompanied by new awareness, temporary change is

camouflaged as actual transformation (a sustained new form or disposition). The performative
efforts or “Theatre of the (faux) Woke” ends up being the sustained outcome versus actual
transformation of attitudes, resource allocations or societal structures.
3)Appropriating – in the midst of sharing applicable information and the awareness that follows,

what usually happens is that leadership, authority, resource (fiscal and human capital) and social
capital all remain at the same level of equity they were in prior to the response to the circumstance,
crisis and/or conversation of the (racial justice) moment, which in most instances is a disposition of
entrenched and rigid inequity. Subsequently, the full appropriation occurs when all aspects of the
response become mechanisms to sustain or further entrench inequity (p. 57).

7. This quote is attributed to content that once appeared on the homepage of the School of Library and
Information Science at Indiana University (IU) as noted by Kling himself. The URL is no longer
active. Closely related content is available on the Social Informatics page of the Rob Kling Center for
Social Informatics at IU, see https://rkcsi.luddy.indiana.edu/about/social-informatics/

8. This quote points to Collins (1990).Artificial experts: Social knowledge and intelligentmachines.MITPress.
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9. The work of Marx and Engels and the movement and philosophy of Marxism have an almost
exhaustive amount of literature. The effort here is not to scale the mountain of literature covering
Marxism, but rather to emphasize that the Frankfurt School scholars were foundationally Marxist.
Thus, the work of Marx andEngels is the philosophical base for a critical theory path leading to CRiT.

10. Some of the “founding crits,” who produced the seminal scholarship of the CLS movement
subsequently became the energy and scholarly intellectual inspiration for CRT. The list includes
Derrick Bell, Duncan Kennedy, Karl Klare, Catharine A. MacKinnon, Elizabeth Mensch, David
Trubek, Mark Tushnet and Roberto Mangabeira Unger.

11. Crenshaw (2002), p. 16. Also, read the chapter note (12) on page 29.

12. While the literature is ripe with Freirean narratives and interpretations of Freirean narratives, at
this point in time, CRiT as innovative pedagogy draws primarily from Freire, (2014). Pedagogy of
the oppressed/Paulo Freire, translated by Myra Bergman Ramos, with an introduction by Donald
Macedo. In Pedagogy of the oppressed (Thirtieth anniversary edition). Bloomsbury.

13. Learners are believed to be enculturated into their learning community and appropriate knowledge,
based on their existent understanding, through their interaction with the immediate learning
environment (Liu and Matthews, 2005).

14. The two courses offered are
1) Introduction to CRiTical Race information Theory (LIS 732) – The course introduces the

concept of Critical Race information Theory (CRiT), which is grounded in the framework of Critical
Race Theory (CRT). The course traces the legacy of CRiT from the Institute of Social Research,
which led to Critical Legal Studies (CLS) then to CRT and the eventual development of CRiT. Other
viable discussions toward understanding CRiT as both an Information Studies inter- and
intradisciplinary endeavor include critiques of multiple aspects of Critical Librarianship. Delivered
with a CRiTical Cultural approach and utilizing a learning community model, the course provides
opportunities for learners to engage CRiT/CRT as an emerging contribution to the research,
pedagogy and practice(s) of Information Studies.
2) CRiTical Race information Theory: Power of The capture Moment/CRiT:PoTCM (LIS 762) –

This course is grounded in the framework of Critical Race Information Theory, utilizing both the
tools and purposeful intentionality of Critical Race Theory (CRT), namely equity and justice along
with critical thinking, advocacy and activism. Delivered as CRITical Cultural Pedagogy, the course
provides opportunities to explore and analyze the realities of “captured” human information
identities. In this course, learning community members will explore information as product, process
and as an interdisciplinary endeavor. Additionally, the impact and influence of “power” must also
be considered from the point of view of both the empowered and the disenfranchised.

15. The author brought together the CRTc in 2021 and currently leads the group in the capacity of the
International Lead (IL)– Beyond the role and responsibilities of an (scholarly communication chief-)
Editor, the IL is accountable for ensuring that the CRTc engagements both internal and external
remain aligned with the current vision and core values established by the CRTc. The IL provides
leadership and direction by identifying, securing and allocating resources for the CRTc.
Additionally, the IL takes on the responsibility of CRTc community cohesiveness; while also
developing projects that assist CRTc members in fulfilling their individual professional
development aspirations.
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