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Abstract 

 
Emancipation is a key concept in critical theories. Prior 

work suggests that emancipation is a complex and 

multi-faceted concept. Many conceptualizations of 

emancipation exist, and emancipation is defined in 

different ways. Existing empirical studies mainly focus 

on one or few components of emancipation. To have an 

integrated understanding of emancipation, we review 

the literature on emancipation in information systems 

(IS), with a view toward developing a typology of 

components of emancipation in the IS field. The 

typology of emancipation components consists of four 

components: freedom to act, freedom to express, 

freedom to belong and freedom to think. These 

components relate to the concepts of agency, dialogue, 

inclusion, and rationality, respectively.  

 

1. Introduction  

 
Critical theories “facilitate clarification of the 

meaning of human need and expansion of autonomy in 

personal and social life” [1, p. 432]. These theories 

provide a lens for viewing the world in ways that 

challenge “social conditions and institutions and 

oppressive forms of control, often enabled and 

supported by IS, which prevent realization of humane, 

just and free organizations and society” [2, p. 442]. In 

the field of information systems (IS), critical theories 

have been applied to understanding of “social issues 

such as freedom, power, social control, and values with 

respect to the development, use, and impact of 

information technology” [3, p. 17]. 

A central concept in critical theories is 

emancipation. Emancipation has been defined a variety 

of ways by IS scholars, as shown in Table 1. 

Emancipation is an ideal state and the opposite of 

oppression. Emancipation is a complex concept 

encompassing “truth exposure, democratization, 

community enhancement, inclusion, creative 

expression, economic facilities, political liberties, and 

facilitation of social change” [4, p. 343]. This is by no 

means an exhaustive list of components of 

emancipation. Because emancipation is complex and 

multi-faceted, measuring emancipation for empirical 

research is challenging [5]. Thus, much empirical 

research on emancipation measures only one or few 

components of emancipation to keep the scope of the 

study manageable.   

The objective of this research is to review the 

empirical literature on emancipation in IS, with the goal 

of identifying diverse streams of IS literature that relate 

to emancipation. We contend that much IS research on 

emancipation does not reference the meta-theory of 

emancipation from which it draws. Thus, we first seek 

to understand the components of emancipation studied 

by IS researchers. Then, future research may review the 

literature on each of these components to identify 

themes, commonalities, contradictions, and paradoxes 

related to emancipation. This manuscript presents a 

“specific theorizing review” [6, p. 555] developed using 

the hermeneutic approach for conducting a literature 

review [7]. 

This research highlights the lack of clarity regarding 

which streams of IS literature fall under the 

emancipation research umbrella. Because many 

emancipation studies are not tethered to a meta-theory, 

synthesis of this literature is challenging. We address 

this challenge by reviewing the literature on 

emancipation in IS, organizing the literature according 

to the component(s) of emancipation addressed, and 

outlining the next steps and research questions that can 

be pursued toward integration of emancipation research 

in IS.  

We first present an overview of the literature on 

emancipation in IS. We then describe the methodology 

used for identifying relevant empirical studies. Finally, 

we provide a summary of our initial findings and discuss 

the future research needed to move emancipation 

research in IS forward. 

 

2. Literature Review  
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Some management researchers reject the notion that 

emancipation applies to business research [8]. One 

could go as far as to say that theorizing about 

emancipation in relatively trivial business contexts 

offensively minimizes the very real suffering of those 

seeking emancipation from horrendous oppression such 

as slavery or colonization. Yet, such a hard-lined stance 

against critical research in business contexts ignores the 

value of “softer” approaches to emancipation such as 

those concerned with freeing workers from oppressive 

labor conditions [1, p. 433]. By creatively applying 

theories of emancipation to understanding of IS, 

researchers can discover ways to promote gradients of 

emancipation for users. Given that a state of complete 

emancipation is elusive [4], research aimed at 

promoting gradients of emancipation in all contexts 

contributes to the elusive but worthwhile goal of human 

emancipation.  

Richard and Robinson [9] explain that there is no 

one definition of emancipation that IS scholars accept. 

Many competing conceptualizations of emancipation 

have been proffered as shown in Table 1. Taken 

together, these conceptualizations inform a broad 

definition of emancipation as the overcoming of 

constraints in such a way that individuals may control 

their own destinies and generally go from a worse to a 

better state.  

Oppression involves constraints on freedom that are 

“unjust or harmful or at least unfair for some subgroup” 

[3, p. 27]. These constraints may relate to one or more 

components of emancipation. For instance, in situations 

of oppression related to cognitive control, constraint on 

an individual’s freedom of thought is most relevant.  

Critical researchers warn that until the “structure of 

emancipation is better understood, attempts to 

emancipate may not achieve their ends” [10, p. 140]. For 

this reason, identifying relevant components of 

emancipation is key to the goal of promoting gradients 

of emancipation through IS.

 

 

 

Table 1. Conceptualizations of Emancipation in the IS Field  

Reference Emancipation Conceptualization  

[11] The emancipatory ideal contains the “possibility of freeing individuals from oppressive and 

unwarranted expressions of power” (p. 62). 

[1] “Emancipation describes the process through which individuals and groups become freed from 

repressive social and ideological conditions, in particular those that place socially unnecessary 

restrictions upon the development and articulation of human consciousness” (p. 432). 

[12] Emancipators are those who “critique and transform both the status quo and their own fallible 

beliefs” (p. 482). 

[13] “Any approach that claims an emancipatory intent should be able to promote participation and take 

account of unequal power relations” (p. 50). 

[14] “Critical IS research specifically opposes technological determinism and instrumental rationality 

underlying IS development and seeks emancipation from unrecognized forms of domination and 

control enabled or supported by information systems” (p. 19). 

[2] An interest in emancipation guides critical researchers “in pursuit of freedom from any sort of 

dogmatism” (p. 452). 

[15] Organizational emancipation is “the establishment of social conditions, which encourage 

effectiveness through organizational democracy, specifically overcoming existing forms of 

authoritarianism and social control if they perpetuate inequities of the status quo in the workplace” (p. 

85). 

[16] Emancipation entails “freeing individuals from power relations around which social and 

organizational life are woven” (p. 196-197). 

[17] Oppression occurs when the “exercise of power in the social process” prevents openness and freedom 

in interactions. “Human beings have therefore an ‘emancipatory interest’ in freeing themselves from 

constraints imposed by power relations” to attain emancipation, i.e., “to control their own destiny” (p. 

89). 

[18] Emancipation is a theoretical state where power dynamics are neutral or equal. Oppression is a 

theoretical state where power dynamics are marginalizing or lead to domination. Practical states tend 

to fall somewhere in between, and gradients of emancipation are worth striving for. Oppression 

constrains freedom to think, act and belong. Emancipation balances freedom and authority. 
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[19] “Emancipation is the overcoming of unwarranted constraints and the freeing of the mind (human 

reason) from tutelage” (p. 171). “Emancipation means that more people can achieve their potential to 

a greater degree” (p. 168).  

[20] Information systems can be designed to not only increase efficiency for the organization but also 

“increase human understanding and emancipate people from undesirable social and physical 

constraints, distorted communication and misapplied power” (p. 207). Not everyone seeks 

emancipation because emancipation comes at a cost.  

[3] Emancipation requires that one takes issue with some oppressive human conditions or practices and 

enlightens people as to their real situation. 

[21] The emancipatory (enlightenment) tradition of discourse ethics “values rationality and reason as ways 

of determining moral action…” (p. 846). 

[22]  Emancipatory knowledge interests stem from the human desire to be free from physical and mental 

constraints and distortions. Emancipatory knowledge interests produce freedom and norms of justice 

rooted in dialectic rationality.  

[23] Barriers to emancipation include “ideology (distorted communication), power, psychological 

compulsions, and social constraint” (p. 542). 

[9] Emancipation is the “lynchpin” of critical research in IS, but there is “no clear acceptance” of a 

definition of emancipation (p. 262).   

[24] Progressive emancipation, recovery of integrative values, reformation of social order and the claiming 

of space for lost voices are possible outcomes of the four scientific discourses.  

[25]  Emancipation entails “allowing people to fulfill their potential” (p. 255). 

[26] Open communication “is the first step toward emancipation” (p. 172). 

[27] The status quo is unjust, but emancipation allows individuals to more fully achieve their potential. 

[28] The primary goal of emancipation is for individuals or organizations to reach their full potential. 

[29] The status quo is “imperfect or unjust” and therefore requires emancipation, which is achieved through 

the process of individuals sharing their insights and learning from others’ insights (p. 2). 

[30] All social relationships are about power and where there is power there will be a struggle. 

Technologies are not innately oppressive, but technologies are dangerous given that technologies are 

tools of power. 

3. Method 

 
To identify relevant empirical papers, we followed 

the hermeneutic approach for conducting literature 

reviews [7]. In critical theories, the hermeneutic circle 

describes a process of understanding involving circular 

movements between consideration of a part (e.g., one 

paper) and a whole (e.g., one literature stream). The 

hermeneutic approach for conducting literature reviews 

involves iterative engagement with two circular 

processes, i.e., “search and acquisition” and “analysis 

and interpretation” [7, p. 264]. The search and 

acquisition process involved the search terms 

“emancipation + information systems”, “liberation + 

information systems”, “hegemony + information 

systems” and “oppression + information systems”. The 

following resources were used: the AIS Senior Scholars’ 

Basket of Journals, the AIS electronic library (journals 

only, publication dates 01/01/2000 to present, collected 

June 18, 2019), ProQuest ABI (English language only), 

Web of Science and Google Scholar (first five pages 

returned). This process gleaned 232 unique papers.   

The analysis and interpretation process involved 

reviewing the papers and identifying relevant research. 

Upon scanning the papers, we deemed 24 to be 

unrelated to our topic. Most of these unrelated papers 

featured the search terms in the reference section but not 

the main text. The remaining 208 papers were classified 

as empirical (102), theory/review (86), 

commentaries/editorials/debates (18), methods (1), or 

non-academic (1). Workshop reports and extended 

abstracts summarizing empirical research were 

classified as empirical.  

Reading the 102 empirical papers allowed us to 

identify 46 highly relevant papers. These papers draw 

on critical theories, address a contemporary IS 

phenomenon, and articulate a contribution to the 

literature on emancipation in IS. As we read, our 

familiarity with the authors, journals and conferences 

publishing relevant research grew. Based on this 

familiarity, we searched for more papers from these 

sources [7], resulting in the addition of nine papers. We 

iteratively considered how the papers, together, form a 

body of research, and reinterpreted the papers to 

understand the importance of each within the body of 

research. Table 2 describes the 55 highly relevant 

empirical studies we used for our analysis. 
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Table 2. Empirical Research on Emancipation in the IS Field 

Reference Key Takeaway 

[31] Explains how organizational boundaries can reinforce hegemonic power in offshoring relationships 

[32] Challenges the notion that expert systems which assume knowledge is universally understood can be 

emancipatory  

[33] Develops a context-specific notion of rationality in IS innovation 

[34] Explains that African and Western views of technology and emancipation differ 

[35] Describes the hegemonic effects of the digital divide and the challenges of Internet governance 

[36] Explains how ICTs influence freedom throughout the world 

[37] Proposes use of the rationality framework for critical examination of the use of IS in organizations 

[38] Explains how colonized IS research methods can oppress and calls for interdisciplinary research into 

issues of marginalization and oppression 

[39] Describes how emancipation of political will spurred development of smart cities 

[40] Conceptualizes emancipation as the epicenter of the field of IS 

[41] Finds ETHICS to be a suitable methodology to advance emancipation ideals 

[42] Uses communicative action theory to show how virtual groups challenge and resolve validity claims  

[43] Critiques the notion that ICTs are emancipatory rather than repressive 

[44] Explains that technology design always contains bias, resulting in a net advantage for the dominant 

hegemony  

[45] Shows how labor structures in online games maintain hegemonic power of developers who control 

the economic system 

[46]  Explores the emancipatory potential of Wikipedia design 

[47] Presents evidence that technologies are used as tools of oppression in developing countries 

[48]  Asserts that new features can emancipate both users and the technology 

[49] Explains how the totality of relations can lead to discrimination against women in IS 

[50] Identifies practices that promote or inhibit emancipation in online health communities 

[51] Calls for research on emancipation and IS design 

[52] Challenges oppressive norms and definitions of ERP success 

[53]  Rejects techno-centric and economic impact measurements for success in ICT4D projects   

[54] Demonstrates how datafication practices reproduce human solidarity 

[55] Addresses the challenge of creating agency  

[56] Argues that a researcher must first be emancipated to aid in the emancipation of others 

[57] Explains how ICT4D researchers can be more culturally sensitive to identify the emancipatory 

interests of those they seek to help 

[58] Describes social impacts of ICT and the digital divide 

[59] Reveals mixed effects of ICTs on socioeconomic and sociopolitical freedom 

[60] Describes how new media empower the struggle against hegemonic regimes 

[61] Expands knowledge of men’s gendered experiences with IS 

[62] Redefines an “emancipatory” ICT4D project as oppressive 

[63] Uses Habermasian theories to challenge narrow conceptualizations of IS  

[64] Describes the potential of online social networks to engage citizens and mobilize against oppressive 

regimes 

[5] Reveals digital media affordances for emancipation and hegemony in public discourse  

[65] Exposes barriers to Internet access for people with disabilities 

[66] Attends to the matter of emancipating “organizational actors from false or unwarranted beliefs, 

assumptions, and constraints” (p. 151) 

[67] Critiques the practice of having people occupy a subservient role to technology 

[68] Outlines ways ICTs have been used for oppression/marginalization and/or emancipation/inclusion in 

a digital activism context 

[69] Reveals differences in perceptions of men and women in a work environment 

[70] Explains that ERPs may bring emancipatory transformation, or may be used as tools of oppression by 

upper management 

[71] Explains how separation from a system can emancipate users to communicate their needs 
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[72] Explores the emancipatory potential and realities of ICTs in Egypt 

[73] Critiques lack of advice in security policies about how workers should discharge responsibilities 

[74] Reveals how local realities prevent individuals from exploiting the emancipatory potentials of 

decision support systems 

[75] Challenges the conclusion that ICTs are emancipatory  

[76] Explains the tension IT managers experience between empowering workers and imposing IS tools 

[77] Demonstrates how Malaysians can use social media for self-emancipation  

[78] Explains that IS emancipate by providing workers with information they need, but oppress through 

deception so that workers have time to process the information  

[4] Challenges prevailing practices in ICT for economic development projects and outlines practices for 

using ICTs for human development and emancipation 

[79] Explains how knowledge management systems capabilities free and constrain knowledge sharing 

[80] Uses the information systems theory of human-machine task allocation and an emancipatory theory 

of humanization to challenge the treatment of students like machines  

[81] Explains how theories of emancipatory pedagogy can guide marginalized groups seeking to use ICTs 

for self-emancipation without unintentionally oppressing others 

[82] Raises questions about how cultural messages embedded in Web documents distort communication 

[83] Challenges the notion that digital algorithms are omnipresent and hegemonic with evidence of 

porousness and hackability  

Once relevant papers are identified, there are many 

ways literature can be classified [7]. Concept-centric 

classification supports understanding of concepts and 

relationships between concepts [84], as is an objective 

of this research. The first two authors worked 

independently to classify papers according to the 

component(s) of emancipation addressed. These two 

authors discussed their classifications and converged 

upon the following concept categories: agency, 

dialogue, inclusion, and rationality. Although these four 

categories may not be exhaustive, they do represent 

active research citing emancipatory theories in IS. Table 

3 relates each concept to a component of emancipation 

and salient IS phenomena. 

 
Table 3. Components of Emancipation in the Sampled Literature  

Relevant Concept Component of 

Emancipation 

IS Phenomena  

Agency Freedom to act Systems subverting human users, computer-mediated control of 

workers, behavioral control, punishment from surveillance  

Dialogue Freedom to 

express 

Democratization of discourse, truth exposure, ideal speech, creative 

expression, voice-giving 

Inclusion Freedom to 

belong 

Inclusion of marginalized groups, economic inclusion, political 

inclusion, ICT4D, digital divide 

Rationality Freedom to 

think 

Constrained rationality, ideological control, distorted frames of 

meaning, manipulation, bias 

4. Discussion 

 
We identified four components of emancipation 

relevant to emancipation research in IS. First, critical 

research on agency in IS relates to users’ freedom to act. 

As technologies become more autonomous, 

practitioners and scholars warn of increasing threats to 

users’ autonomy and agency. A dominant theme in this 

stream of emancipation research relates to when and 

how IS design affects users’ abilities to exert agency and 

accomplish their goals [25, 27, 28, 55, 85]. Another 

theme relates to IS use for domination of workers 

through surveillance-enforced punishment systems and 

other forms of computer-mediated control [45, 67, 70, 

76].  

Second, critical research on dialogue in IS relates 

to users’ freedom of expression. This stream of research 

explains how design of IS can foster ideal speech 

situations and support emancipatory discourse. Much of 

this research builds on Habermasian theories [22, 42, 46, 

82], though not all [24]. This stream of research 

highlights the role of design in shaping socio-technical 

systems and altering the nature of interpersonal 

communication. Research on broadcast communication 

explores the societal effects of digital media affordances 

for public discourse [5]. Other research in this vein 
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questions dominant thinking about the role of IS in the 

development of a “new information hegemony” at the 

societal level [86, p. 461].  

Third, critical research on inclusion in IS has 

multiple, diverse streams. One stream examines how 

design and governance of IS can promote social 

inclusion of marginalized individuals and groups [4, 68, 

80, 81, 87]. Another stream focuses on bridging the 

digital divide [35, 56, 88]. Much inclusion research 

studies how to bring IS and associated economic and 

social benefits to users in developing countries and rural 

areas [62, 89]. Inclusion of marginalized individuals and 

groups in the research process is also a concern of IS 

researchers [90]. 

Finally, critical research on rationality in IS 

discusses ways system design and use shape users’ 

consciousness. This stream of research seeks to explain 

how design shapes users’ interpretations of meaning. 

Research sheds light on how broad, ubiquitous systems 

hide or present information in ways that alter users’ 

cognitions and may prevent the development of robust, 

emancipatory rationalities [1, 32, 63, 68]. Relatively 

little is known about the effects of systems design on the 

development of collective meaning or ideologies at the 

societal level [5]. 

In summary, the concepts of agency, dialogue, 

inclusion, and rationality each relate to a component of 

emancipation. These concepts are pertinent to the study 

of emancipation at the individual, group, organizational, 

and societal levels. Empirical research in IS contributes 

to understanding of how gradients of emancipation can 

be achieved in specific contexts. The lack of an 

established typology of emancipation components 

inhibits generalizability and integration of these 

research streams.   

  

5. An Agenda for Future Research 
 

An important outcome of specific theorizing 

literature reviews is the identification of gaps in 

understanding and the development of an agenda for 

future research [6]. To this end, we now discuss 

opportunities for future research related to the four 

components of emancipation.  

Agency: There is a vast body of IS literature about 

how users evaluate IS in terms of ease of use and 

usefulness to implement these systems for efficiency 

[91-93]. But might intelligent systems someday 

evaluate humans in terms of ease of use and usefulness, 

and “implement” workers or users for efficiency? 

Management scholars are already using adaptive 

algorithms to determine work team membership and 

assigning work tasks based on individual traits [94]. 

Although science fiction authors have considered this 

possibility for some time, the sophistication of new 

systems requires IS scholars also address these issues. 

How real is this threat? What strategies do users employ 

to avoid system-enforced control, and what are the 

unintended effects?  

Dialogue: Promoting rational discourse is an 

important goal of any civilization. Systems may foster 

emancipatory discourse by facilitating creative 

expression, truth exposure, the surfacing of diverse 

perspectives, democratization, and sincere inputs [5, 24, 

46], or, content restrictions and structural constraints of 

systems may inhibit these goals [5]. Although 

foundational research in this area examines design, 

future research should consider the socio-technical 

systems at a meta-level to understand how governance 

can enhance the emancipatory effects of design. What 

types of governance promote emancipatory dialogue? 

How can governance processes balance the need for 

freedom and accountability in dialogue? At what point 

do governance mechanisms designed for emancipation 

become oppressive? 

  Inclusion: Efforts to address the digital divide 

have focused on ICTs for development projects [53], 

accessible design of IS [88], and the inclusion of 

marginalized individuals in IT professions [49, 69]. 

Critical theories provide a means of critiquing inclusion 

initiatives and explaining unintended consequences. 

Critical theories also provide normative guidance for 

how to promote inclusion. How may IS be leveraged to 

identify marginalization and promote inclusion? Levels 

issues complicate inclusion research. How does 

inclusion at the individual level affect group outcomes 

and vice versa? How can inclusion be fostered at 

multiple levels of analysis? What role should 

organizations and platform owners play in promoting 

inclusion?    

Rationality: Decision support systems and related 

technologies free users to focus on more important 

aspects of work by evaluating measurable criteria and 

recommending actions. These systems are designed to 

allow users to make decisions with less cognitive effort. 

Yet, in doing so, these systems reduce users’ 

consciousness of how decisions are made [78]. How do 

users decide what decisions to outsource to IS? What 

kinds of information should users engage with and what 

kinds of information are fine to ignore? This issue is 

salient in this era of black-boxed machine learning that 

prevents some information from being shared with 

users. Another area where constrained consciousness is 

a growing problem is fake news on social media. It is 

often difficult for users to distinguish between fact and 

fiction online, due in part to the role of news feed 

algorithms that recommend content to optimize 

engagement rather than truth exposure. How can users 

tell whether their cognitions are being suppressed? What 

new technologies are needed to aid users in navigating 
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oppressive information environments and avoiding 

cognitive overload or thought control by systems 

developers and platform owners? 

In addition to research related to the four 

components of emancipation, future IS research should 

consider foundational and philosophical questions about 

emancipation. Prior research describes the portable 

design of a new technology such that it can be used 

outside of a physical office space as the emancipation of 

that technology [48]. Notably, design may relieve a 

system of constraints and unleash the system’s full 

potential. But, can technologies be emancipated? Or, is 

emancipation a strictly human phenomenon? Can 

technologies oppress? Or, do humans oppress other 

humans using technologies? Another area of debate 

relates to the appropriateness of applying theories of 

emancipation in innocuous contexts. Should theories of 

emancipation be applied only to situations of stark 

oppression? Or, should gradients of emancipation be 

pursued in innocuous contexts also?  

The typology of emancipation components 

developed through this research provide the foundation 

for future work reviewing and synthesizing insights 

from these streams of research. Such an effort is needed 

to build a cumulative tradition of emancipation research 

in IS. Moving forward, future research should vet and 

refine the classification of emancipation components 

outlined herein. Researchers can take advantage of the 

insights of experts fighting for freedom such as NGO 

leaders and activists by using focus groups as described 

by Rosemann and Vessey [95]. Such an effort will move 

the IS field forward toward a richer understanding of 

how IS can promote emancipation.  

 

6. Conclusion 

 
This research identifies four components of 

emancipation studied in the IS literature. Doing so ties 

together seemingly disparate streams of IS literature so 

that future research may more closely examine and 

integrate these streams. Although researchers can and 

do draw on these literatures without referencing the 

meta-theories of emancipation that inform their 

research, linking individual studies to meta-theories is 

essential to the establishment of a tradition of 

cumulative research in this area. Hooking into meta-

theories allows researchers to position their research 

prominently in the tapestry of emancipation research in 

IS so that connections may be drawn, and patterns may 

be revealed across studies. We therefore call for future 

research on agency, dialogue, inclusion, and rationality 

that contributes to the growing body of work on 

emancipation in IS.  
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