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Abstract 
More and better information is often seen as a prerequisite for better management practices. It is 
the task of information systems to collect or create such information. These simple premises are 
problematic, however. One of the reasons for this is that the very concept of information is not 
clear. This paper discusses the notion of information as well as the apparently opposing notions of 
misinformation and disinformation from a critical research perspective. Starting with a discussion 
of the question of truth, the paper argues that there is no agreement on what truth is and, 
therefore, what information is. The critical approach provides a different way of understanding 
these issues. Critical research aims to change the status quo and lead to emancipation. Drawing 
on two of the most prominent theoreticians of critical research, Jürgen Habermas and Michel 
Foucault, the paper explores what truth and information can mean for critical research. The 
contribution of the paper is to extend the debate on information and truth beyond its typical 
confines and show to the researcher that these issues are not value-neutral; every commitment to 
a research approach is a value choice that the researcher makes and needs to reflect on. 

Keywords: critical research in information systems, information, truth, Habermas, Foucault, 
emancipation 

Introduction 
The concept of information is clearly of central relevance for information systems (IS) research 
and practice. Many assume that information is central to managerial decision making and that 
more and higher quality information will lead to better outcomes. This assumption persists even 
though Ackoff (1967) has argued almost 40 years ago that it is misleading. One of the reasons for 
the longevity of this arguably naïve reliance on IS to produce more and better information is a 

lack of conceptual clarity regarding 
the nature of "information". 

There is no universally accepted 
theory or definition of truth. Yet, we 
have to use our everyday 
understanding of the term if we are to 
work with information. This leads to 
misunderstandings and problems. In 
this paper I address this conceptual 
problem from the point of view of 
critical research in information 
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systems (CRIS). The paper starts with a review of the concept of information, emphasising the 
practical, involved and ethical nature of information. Another important characteristic of 
information is that it is held to be true. In order to demonstrate the problem of this belief, I briefly 
discuss the most prominent current theories of truth. The criterion of truth allows for the 
distinction between the concepts of information, misinformation, and disinformation. Having thus 
outlined the concept of information and some of its problems, the paper will give an overview of 
critical research in information systems. After defining CRIS, the paper introduces Jürgen 
Habermas and Michel Foucault, two of the main theorist of critical thought.,. For these two, truth 
and information have a different meaning from the one we traditionally associate with them. This 
means that, while one can still usefully distinguish between information and mis/dis-information, 
this can no longer be done from the objective perspective of the detached observer.  

Based on the two competing theoretical foundations, the paper proceeds to analyse the meaning 
of information, misinformation, and disinformation in CRIS. Because of the different theories of 
truth, it is no longer possible to understand information as a correct description of a state of 
affairs. From the critical standpoint, one needs to consider question of consensus of those who are 
affected, but also questions of power and domination. Correspondingly, misinformation and 
disinformation change their character as well.  

By the end of the paper the reader should have an appreciation of the fundamental problems of 
defining and determining information. The reader will furthermore develop a basic understanding 
of the value and approach of CRIS. While this approach does not offer any simple solutions, it is 
still immensely valuable because it allows us to frame questions differently and challenge the 
assumptions we usually take for granted. The paper demonstrates that what we often see as good 
and valid information may indeed be seen as disinformation and that the objectivist and positive 
perspective we usually associate with research can be misleading. 

The paper leads to fundamental questions regarding the way we understand information, truth and 
research. It may therefore be uncomfortable reading for those who follow the established 
positivist paradigm without reflecting on these issues. It is not truly revolutionary, however, since 
the discourse on truth and disinformation has been ongoing for over 20 years (Hirschheim, 1985). 
It should be understood as one contribution to the difficult but necessary process of clarifying the 
philosophical issues upon which IS research and practice are built (Hirschheim, Klein & 
Lyytinen, 1995). A lack of understanding and clarity of such issues is not only academically and 
intellectually unsatisfying but arguably part of the reason for the continually high failure rate in 
IS. 

Information 
This section deals with the conceptual basis of the paper by discussing the meaning of the concept 
of "information". After a brief review of the literature on information, some of the theories of 
truth are discussed, since information is usually deemed to be true. The last part of the section 
explores the meaning of misinformation, disinformation, and bias.  

Definitions of Information 
We allegedly live in an information society and possibly even in the information age. Information 
surrounds us, powers our economy, and makes us information workers. Given this ubiquity, one 
should hope that we actually know what information is. Like most ubiquitous terms, however, 
information is rather opaque. Brock & Dhillon (2001), having done an in-depth review of the 
term, come to the conclusion that it is almost everything and anything and they liken it to the 
"ether" of the middle ages, which pervades everything but cannot be captured. In a classic 
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definition, Wiener (1954, p. 17) states that "information is a name for the content of what is 
exchanged with the outer world as we adjust to it, and make our adjustment felt upon it", thus 
emphasising the processes involved in information sharing rather than the entity itself.  

A typical approach to information in the field of IS is to compare it with the concept of data. 
Where data are the raw facts of the world, information is then data "with meaning". "When “data” 
acquires context-dependent meaning and relevance, it becomes information. Furthermore, we 
obviously expect information to represent valid knowledge on which users can rely for rational 
action" (Ulrich, 2001 p. 56). This relationship between data, information and meaning is 
frequently adopted (cf. Davenport & Prusak, 1998; Walsham, 2001). It is also problematic. First, 
there is the problem that data are not simply brute facts of the world but that all data is already 
processed and gathered. Information thus cannot simply be the injection of meaning into data 
because data already has meaning, otherwise it would not be possible to perceive it (cf. Introna, 
1997). The difference between data and meaning is thus a difference in the level and appreciation 
of meaning (cf. Floridi, 1999). Another problem of this definition is that it renders information 
completely idiosyncratic. Data that may hold meaning for you may be utterly meaningless to me. 
This would contradict the implicit assumption that information is more generally accessible, 
which is required for it to be processed it by machines. 

This raises another problem, namely the relationship between information and technology. The 
reason why we are currently interested in information is that technology allows us to collect 
information (or data?) in previously unimaginable amounts. It can be processed automatically and 
checked for higher level patterns that would not be discernible without technology. This requires 
a new information infrastructure which, in turn, requires huge investments and therefore novel 
processes and procedures (Kahin, 1997). The transformation of information in a machine-
readable format at the same time produces new problems, for example mobility and 
reproducibility (Straub & Collins, 1990). The technical use of information also suggests that 
information must be machine-readable and thus quantifiable (Bloomfield & Coombs, 1992). This 
returns us to the problem of meaning, because information, seen from a technical point of view, 
does not seem to offer a link to the concept of meaning as introduced earlier as central to 
information (Grim, Denis & Kokalis, 2004).  

Another approach to understanding information would be to look at its function. Information as 
meaningful data needs to have meaning to (human) agents. Such meaning is only relevant if 
information can affect actions or perceptions (cf. Mingers, 2001). Information without any 
consequences is arguably not information. If information has a direct influence on humans, then it 
will also have an ethical impact. Indeed, the ethical importance of information has been 
recognised for a long time (cf. Mason, 1986; Stichler, 1998; Wiener, 1954). 

This discussion of information could be continued in a variety of directions. One could look at the 
disadvantages of information (e.g. information overload (cf. Postman, 1992)) or other related 
concepts such as facts, jargon, numbers, opinions (Brooke, 2002) or resulting developments, such 
as the informating nature of modern work (Zuboff, 1988). Extending the distinction of data and 
information, one could discuss further concepts such as knowledge, wisdom, or judgement (cf. 
French, 1990). The one aspect I will briefly elaborate on in the next section is that of truth. 

Information and Truth 
One strong assumption about information is that it is true. If it were not true, then the meaning 
associated with it would be wrong or misleading. Untrue information can also not inform 
perception or action. De George (2003) distinguishes between data and information precisely 
because data contains no claim to truth whereas information does.  
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This raises the difficult question what it means for a statement to be true. I will not dwell on these 
questions too long. However, it is important to briefly think about the criteria we accept for 
something to be held true or false because the critical approaches to be introduced later will differ 
greatly in this respect from the common sense understanding we typically use. 

Truth is a property of a statement. A sentence or proposition can be true or false. When do we say 
a statement is true? A typical answer would be: "A statement is true if it describes a state of the 
world as it is." Or, we could rephrase, a statement is true if it corresponds with the way the world 
is. We therefore call this the correspondence theory of truth (Feyerabend, 1980; McCarthy, 1992). 
The correspondence theory would appear to be what has been called the "natural attitude". 
Humans are socialised into believing that one can objectively perceive and make true statements 
about an external reality. The theory is problematic, however. The most serious problem it has to 
contend with, and which even strong supporters cannot overcome, is its inability to explain how 
an external reality can be equal to a mental representation (Khlentzos, 2004). 

Alternative accounts of truth include the pragmatic, consensus, and coherence approaches. For 
adherents of the pragmatic view, a statement is true if it contributes to a desired outcome (Rorty, 
1982). A consensus view of truth is based on the conviction that the criterion for the truth of a 
statement is the consensus of all (or all relevant or all informed) individuals or parties (Rorty, 
1996; Apel, 1994). Finally, a statement can be seen as true if it conforms to a variety of other 
statements and does not contradict other known true statements. Such an approach is typical for 
formal languages or mathematics. 

All theories of truth have consequences for the way we create true statements, for what counts as 
evidence and how we collect it (Gergen, 1999). They are closely linked to our understanding of 
the nature of being (ontology) but also to our view of right and wrong (ethics) or the nature of 
humankind (anthropology). These implications, which are often discussed under the heading of 
"paradigm" go far beyond what we can discuss in this brief paper (Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991; 
Varey, Wood-Harper & Wood, 2002). The question of truth is important in this essay because it 
has to do with the difference between information and mis-/dis-information. At the same time, the 
critical approach does not subscribe to a traditional correspondence view of truth, thus 
necessitating different criteria for determining the difference between information and mis-/dis-
information. 

Mis- / and Dis-Information  
The most important distinction between information and mis-information and dis-information is 
the question of truth. Where information is true, misinformation or disinformation are untrue. I 
follow the definition of the Oxford English Dictionary (http://www.oed.com/  accessed 27.10.05) 
and use misinformation to denote "wrong or misleading information". Disinformation is also 
wrong information but unlike misinformation, it is a known falsehood. The OED defines 
disinformation as "the dissemination of deliberately false information" and refers specifically to 
wrong information supplied by governments. In this paper I will continue to distinguish between 
misinformation as accidental falsehood and disinformation as deliberate falsehood. Bias, as 
unacknowledged personal conviction, can probably be seen as a reason for misinformation. I will 
therefore disregard the concept in this paper.  

The Critical Approach 
Since the unique contribution of the paper is to discuss the concepts of mis-/ dis-information from 
a critical perspective, I now briefly introduce the idea of critical research in information systems. 
In the first section I give a general overview of the debate on critical research and subsequently I 

http://www.oed.com/


 Stahl 

 87 

introduce the two scholars who are most widely cited in critical research in IS, Habermas and 
Foucault. 

The Concept of Critical Research in IS 
Critical research is a concept that is not clearly defined but that is probably best understood as an 
umbrella that covers a range of different ideas (cf. Brooke, 2002). These ideas have some 
characteristics in common. Discussing the commonalities allows us to come to a sort of definition 
of critical research, even though it should be noted that this definition cannot be comprehensive 
because the range of different approaches is to diverse.  

In the field of information systems, critical research is often seen as a "paradigm" (Chua, 1986; 
Orlikowski & Baroudi, 1991; Trauth, 2001). Loosely based on Kuhn's (1996) notion of a 
paradigm, this means that critical research is a composition of a variety of aspects, including 
ontology, epistemology, an assumption about the nature of humans and society and others. The 
notion of a paradigm is in many respects misleading, which is why I suggest concentrating on the 
following characteristics of critical research: intention, topics, theory, and methodology. Critical 
research has its roots in the Marxist critique of capitalism and it is based on the perception that 
the current status quo is unjust. It can therefore be characterised by its intention to change social 
realities (Alvesson & Deetz, 2000; Ngwenyama & Lee, 1997) and favour the disadvantaged 
(Mingers, 1992). Critical research can thus never be purely descriptive but is intrinsically 
normative and based on values (Walsham, 1993). Another way of saying this is that "a critical 
stance is focused on what is wrong with the world rather than what is right" (Walsham, 2005).  

The concept most frequently used to represent the critical intention to change social realities is 
"emancipation" (Alvesson & Willmott, 1992; Howcroft & Trauth, 2004; McAulay, Doherty & 
Keval, 2002; McGrath, 2005). Critical research aims to emancipate those who are alienated 
because of the current structure of society and production, those who are excluded from the 
discourses that shape our society. Emancipation stands for the attempt to help people to achieve 
their potential (Klein & Huynh, 2004). It has an organisational / societal as well as a 
psychological dimension (Hirschheim & Klein, 1994). This intention to emancipate individuals is 
sometimes also expressed in terms of empowerment (Lyytinen &Hirschheim, 1988; Cecez-
Kecmanovic, 2001). 

The critical intention to change reality and emancipate people leads critical researchers toward 
the choice of certain topics. These are topics which promise the researcher to identify issues of 
suppression and alienation and allow them to make a difference. They are typically interested in 
social structures or organisational configurations that express ideologies and reify discourses. The 
purpose of research is then to expose ideologies and open up discourses by introducing new 
arguments. The range of topics that allow critical researchers to do this is wide. They range from 
theoretical and abstract, such as the questions of identity (Forester, 1992) or rationality in 
business / capitalism (Cecez-Kecmanovic, Janson & Brown, 2002; Levy, Alvesson & Willmott, 
2003), to social and legal, such as the problem of commodification of information and humans 
(Brooke, 2002; Knights & Willmott, 1999) or gender in IS (Kvasny, Greenhill & Trauth), to 
concrete organisational research. One topic that most critical research is concerned with because 
it is deeply linked to suppression and emancipation is the issue of power (Brooke, 2002). 

In order to realise the emancipatory intention, critical research tends to follow certain 
methodologies. However, there is no clear and unambiguous link between the critical intention 
and a specific research approach (Avgerou, 2005; McGrath, 2005). Current critical research in IS 
does seem to be close interpretive research in the choice of research methods typically used. This 
may be explained by the fact that critical researchers usually believe that reality is socially and 
linguistically structured and that, therefore, methods that emphasise the importance of language 
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are important. Much critical research is also of a purely conceptual nature. There is nevertheless 
no principal reason why critical research could not use positivist and quantitative ways of doing 
research. 

This very brief introduction to critical research in IS cannot be comprehensive. It cannot address 
most of the fundamental problems of critical research. How do we know whether someone is 
emancipated? Can we force emancipation on individuals who are not interested? Can critical 
research actually achieve the critical intention or is it just abstract talk in the ivory tower (Oates, 
2004)? And, maybe most importantly, is critical research just another partial ideology which 
competes with a range of others and has no claim to universal validity (Wilson, 1997)? I have to 
leave those question open and now briefly introduce the important theoretical side of critical 
research by discussing the work of the two most widely cited scholars in CRIS: Michel Foucault 
and Jürgen Habermas. 

Michel Foucault 
A good starting point for an introduction to Foucault's work is probably his "order of discourse" 
(1971), where he describes the overarching themes of his prior publications and outlines future 
research. The concept of discourse is central to his work. Discourses shape social reality and 
individual perceptions. His main interest is in how discourses are formed, controlled, distributed, 
and which mechanisms regulate participation. He is particularly interested in how certain 
individuals or topics are excluded from discourses. His different works concentrate on different 
aspects of exclusion from discourse. Mechanisms and procedures of exclusion include insanity, 
certain views of sexuality, and bodily discipline. Another means of controlling discourses are 
conditions and perceptions of discourses, such as the Western myth of free and open discourses. 
And while Western democracies pretend to honour open discourses, Foucault contends that, in 
reality, they fear it. These critical observations regarding discourses render the allegedly peaceful 
mechanisms of discourse an expression of (tacit) violence.  

Foucault does not try to promote a better form of discourse. His aim is to give an open description 
of how discourses are shaped (Knights & Morgan, 1991). The way he does this is to describe how 
configurations of discourses have developed. He uses an archaeological approach, which he also 
describes in terms of genealogy, which means that he analyses the history of discourses. A 
concept closely linked to Foucault's work is power. Discourses are the means by which power is 
exerted but they are also subject to power constellations (Foucault, 1976). The concept of power 
in Foucault's work is very wide. Power is not just the ability to enforce one's will against others 
but it is a wide range of influences (Wong, 2002). Power is created and perpetuated through 
discipline. Foucault's possibly most widely-read book, "Discipline and Punish" (1975) discusses 
how discipline of the docile body is used to create discourses and social institutions.  

Power and discourse are linked by the idea of regimes of truth (McGrath, 2003). These regimes of 
truth refer to the collection of statements that are considered true and acceptable within a 
particular discourse. Foucault's research concentrates on how such regimes of truth are 
constituted. Regimes of truth are a result of power constellations because power allows the 
establishment of truths. Again, however, this is not a one-way relationship. Regimes of truth can 
also undermine power relationships.  

This idea of regimes of truth is highly relevant to the current paper. It shows that for Foucault 
truth is not a matter of correspondence between statement and external reality but has to do with 
negotiations in discourses, which, in turn, are shaped by power relationships and physical and 
mental discipline. Truth is not given and stable but fluid. Foucault does not want to educate us 
what truth really is or should be. His interest is in describing how regimes of truth come into 
being. 



 Stahl 

 89 

Jürgen Habermas 
Habermas, probably the most widely cited scholar in CRIS, follows a very different approach to 
criticality. (For a more complete introduction to Habermas's ideas and their application in IS cf 
Klein & Huynh, 2004 or Janson & Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2005). For Habermas, too, the concept of 
discourse is central to critical thinking. It has, however, a vastly different meaning. Habermas is a 
successor of the idea of enlightenment but he sees that a Kantian reliance on individual reason is 
doomed to failure. Being inspired by the continental European philosophical tradition but also by 
Anglo-American philosophy of language, Habermas realises what he sometimes calls the 
"linguistic turn". This means that reason is no longer seen as an individual property but is moved 
to a collective realm. The individual human being lives within a "life-world", which means that 
we all have our individual perceptions of reality and truth. However, these life-worlds are not 
completely idiosyncratic because they are constituted through socialisation and upheld through 
communication.  

The idea of communication is thus central to Habermas' work and his theory of communicative 
action (TCA) (Habermas, 1981a, 1981b) is arguably his main publication. Communicative action 
is one possible mode of action; it is the mode that takes the other serious and therefore aims to 
understand and communicate with the other. According to the TCA, when we communicate with 
others, all speech acts carry three validity claims: truth, normative rightness, and authenticity. 
This means that all utterances imply that the speaker speaks the truth, that the statement is 
normatively justified, and that the speaker is sincere in what she says. These are not empirical 
descriptions but transcendental to communication, which means that without the assumptions of 
truth, rightness, and authenticity, we would not need to be able to communicate.  

In many cases, participants in communication will not agree on validity claims and will doubt 
whether statements are indeed valid. This is where the concept of discourse plays a role in 
Habermas's writing. Discourses stand for the type of communication where contentious validity 
claims can be discussed. They imply that the speakers recognise that they interact under the 
conditions of the ideal speech situation, a counterfactual collection of conditions, which include 
the ability of everyone affected to participate in the discourse, the absence of overt power 
differences, the practical and linguistic competencies of participants (Habermas, 1996). The idea 
of the ideal speech situation is that the best argument will convince the community of discourse 
and lead to a consensus on the validity claim in question. 

With regards to the question of truth, one can state that truth is of central importance for 
Habermas. However, it is not a correspondence idea of truth that Habermas uses but a consensus 
theory. A statement can be seen as true, if it is accepted by all competent members of the 
community of discourse (Habermas, 1998). Truth claims that are contentious are addressed by 
opening a discourse, not by establishing a reference to the external world. Of course, it is 
conceivable that the discourse will take up questions of correspondence, but these are not the 
criterion for truth.  

The Relationship between Habermas and Foucault 
The brief introduction above cannot do justice to either Habermas or Foucault. It should suffice, 
however, to convince the reader their approaches offer a different understanding of truth and thus 
of information. There is a complex debate to be had what the relationship between Habermas and 
Foucault is (cf. Ashenen & Owen, 1999; Kelly, 1994; Stahl, 2004). Fortunately, we do not have 
to make a decision here whether they are compatible. It can safely be said that they are both 
recognised as important reference scholars in the debate on critical research in IS. Both share the 
critical intention to change social reality, which is perceived as not being just and desirable. 
While emancipation is an express goal of Habermas's, Foucault would arguably be more sceptical 
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about the possibility of achieving emancipation. His genealogical work can nevertheless be 
understood as an expression of the desire to help people understand the situation they find 
themselves in and thus to facilitate an improvement in their status quo. 

Having established what critical research in IS means and which theoretical bases there are, I now 
return to the central question of the paper: what is information / disinformation / misinformation 
from the point of view of critical theory? 

Mis- / Dis- Information in Critical Research  
This section combines the above discussions of information and critical research. It concentrates 
on the nature of misinformation and disinformation as seen from a critical viewpoint and explore 
the difference with regards to information from a Habermasian and Foucauldian angle.  

Truth in Critical Research 
For a critical researcher, truth can never be an objective description of an external reality. All 
perception is always value-laden and based on individual and collective prejudices. Following the 
hermeneutic tradition, critical researchers in IS tend to agree that prejudices cannot be overcome 
(Gadamer, 1990). Instead, the purpose of research is to expose them and render them open to 
discursive analysis. This raises serious problem for a critical epistemology. How can we know 
what is true if all truth claims can always be contested? And how can critical theory claim to be 
true, if it fundamentally doubts the existence of eternal truths? The short answer to this is that 
critical research has to emphasise reflexivity. That means that critical research must question its 
own assumptions and foundations. Only by remaining open to constant questioning can it be 
possible to overcome the dilemma of scepticism. (The dilemma of scepticism is that it doubts the 
existence of truth and thus cannot be true.) And, indeed, an emphasis on reflexivity is central to 
critical research (Cecez-Kecmanovic, 2001; Steffy & Grimes, 1992; Waring, 2004). 

Another important aspect of the understanding of truth in CRIS is that truth cannot be value 
neutral. It is impossible to divide truth claims from normative claims. Following Habermas, one 
can say that every speech act simultaneously promotes different validity claims, which can be 
separated for the purpose of analysis but in practical discourses always exist side by side. A 
presumably value-neutral statement such as "the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) offers a 
good description of ICT user behaviour" is not really value-neutral. It implies that the speaker has 
a right to say this, and that saying it does not limit anyone's rights. It assumes that objective 
descriptions are possible and good, which is a value statement. Alternative descriptions of reality 
are curtailed because the assumed truth of the statement puts the onus on the listener to believe it 
and use TAM as a description of reality. All of this is not meant to show that this is an immoral 
statement but rather that it is not value-free.  

Truth can also be used as an ideology. The worst form of ideology is that which has been 
recognised as truth and is therefore no longer open to debate. If we accept as true, for example, 
that women are inferior to men, then there is no need to debate the statement. Truths, which are 
generally accepted, are therefore the strongest form of ideology. And they are also closely linked 
to power. If it is true that managers are rational humans who can recognise the needs of the 
organization and maximise the utility, then there is no need to question the status of managers in 
the organisation or the role of commercial entities in society. Truth thus cements power and, at 
the same time, power helps establish truth. A look at popular discourse about companies and their 
role in society or the role of ICT in organisations shows that there are numerous "truths", which 
stabilise the status quo without there being strong evidence to support them. Among them there is 
the assumption that economic growth is the panacea to most of society's problems, that economic 
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rationality is the best way to approach questions of distribution, or that the use of ICT will 
improve organisational processes from commerce and government to education.  

Such objectification and reification of ideologies is what critical research aims to explore and 
overcome. With regards to ICT, this means that it is important to discuss its role and uses. ICT 
does not determine its use but a look at current technology shows that its uses for liberating 
purposes are rare, whereas the large systems used by government and businesses tend to be about 
exerting control and power. Ackoff (1967, p. 150), in his paper which inspired the discussion of 
information and mis/dis-information, said this quite clearly: "Information systems are subsystems 
of control systems." 

Misinformation and Disinformation in CRIS 
If we go back to the definition of information, then a relevant aspect is that it makes a difference, 
that it "in-forms" people and helps them orientate themselves. Given that critical research is 
interested in emancipation, one can say that from the perspective of CRIS information is what 
helps emancipate humans, whereas misinformation and disinformation alienates and 
disempowers. To address this, CRIS can try to point out where information as well as technology 
hide and propagate ideology. A nice example of this is provided by Introna (1997) who points out 
that the information provided by MIS is best described as a status symbol. It allows the user 
(manager) to lay a claim to rationality, which in our society is a legitimization for the exertion of 
power. This would not be so bad if it did not mean that it legitimizes the manager to make 
decisions that can alienate others. And it would also be acceptable if the relative nature of such 
truth claims were clearer. However, the current truth discourse that tries to find universal truths 
easily turns in to (cultural) imperialism (Gergen 1999). 

To return to the difference between misinformation and disinformation, one can say that for a 
critical researcher misinformation are such claims that inadvertently lead to alienation whereas 
disinformation are claims which the originator knows to be alienating but nevertheless proposes. 

From a Habermasian perspective misinformation is not problematic. It is simply information that 
is contentious and that therefore will be analysed in a discourse. The person claiming truth will 
have to explain the reasons for the claim and will have to answer critique. All of this can be done 
within the framework of communicative action where people recognise each other as dignified 
beings and are willing to take each other seriously. Disinformation is more problematic. Since it 
is information that deliberately alienates or disempowers people, the speaker shows a disregard 
for the other who is disempowered. This means that she is not interacting in communicative mode 
but in what Habermas calls "strategic" mode, where others are used as means to the speaker's 
ends. From a Habermasian perspective, this would still be subject to discourse because one could 
point out to the speaker that she is self-contradictory. The problem is, however, that she may 
simply not care. This is where critical research becomes problematic. The hope of current critical 
research is that by exposing ideology and false claims, these will be rectified. It does not offer 
any guarantee, however, that this will happen. When disinformation is exposed as such and still 
not changed, then critical research will have reached its limits and need to interact with other 
social institutions such as politics or the law to stimulate change. 

The distinction between misinformation and disinformation would look different from a 
Foucauldian viewpoint. Foucault is much more sceptical about any truth claims than Habermas. 
A Foucauldian could argue that the distinction between misinformation and disinformation is 
artificial because it seems to presuppose the existence of a universal truth and the self-
reflectiveness of the speaker to know her own intentions when speaking. Both may be doubtful. A 
further problem would be that the idea of emancipation is much less clear and that it is not 
obvious whether emancipation is not a particular ideology itself.  



Mis-/Dis-/Information: A Critical Perspective 

92 

The Foucauldian approach would therefore be to undertake a genealogy of information and try to 
understand why some statements are believed to be true or false and why individuals would form 
propositions that can be construed as false. The emphasis in such a genealogy would be on 
questions of power and bodily discipline. How are we socialised in order for us to accept certain 
truths and falsehoods? This Foucauldian approach does not offer any hope to come to a clear 
distinction between truth and untruth, between information and misinformation. However, it 
seems to be carried by an implicit hope that there are better (more empowering) accounts of the 
world and worse ones. Otherwise there would be little point in undertaking a genealogy.  

Conclusion 
This paper should have clarified that, from the point of view of critical research, the distinction of 
information, misinformation, and disinformation is problematic. It is closely linked to the 
question of truth and we should admit that there is no universally accepted theory of truth. The 
critical approach will help scholars to widen their understanding of issues and question their own 
work. Choosing to do critical research is not a value-neutral stance but requires the researcher to 
actively reflect on their assumption. It is based on a desire to promote emancipation rather than 
work in systemic imperatives.  

The paper will also have shown that critical research does not offer any easy answers. By 
discussing the two competing theoretical approaches of Habermas and Foucault, it has shown that 
even within critical research there is no unanimous answer to what information is and whether we 
can detect and address misinformation or disinformation. However, it should also have shown 
that critical research provides us with ways of thinking about truth and what we hold to be true or 
false. It stresses the fact that truth is not a natural occurrence and that it is worthwhile to think 
about where it comes from and who promotes it or benefits from it.  

One argument that the paper certainly does not promote is that critical researchers become the 
gatekeepers of truth and information. This would only substitute one type of ideology for another. 
Neither does the paper suggest that there is no truth, which would leave it open to the charges of 
being relativistic and self-contradictory. Instead, the practical lesson to be learned from the above 
discussions is that we need to be very careful with regards to truth claims and realize that truth is 
always open to debate. This means that there is no clear and unambiguous dividing line between 
information and misinformation. A statement that can serve as useful and clear information when 
uttered by A in context B can become an outright lie with political intentions when uttered by 
person C in context D. The only thing that can be done in the light of this uncertainty of truth and 
information is to keep an open mind and remain open to discourses and new arguments. 

Finally, I hope that this paper will stimulate debate and individual reflection about the critical 
approach. Researchers should realise that there is no choice between value-laden critical research 
and objective non-critical (positivist, interpretivist,…) research. Instead, the choice not to engage 
in critical research is as much a value choice as the choice to do it. Choosing not to engage in a 
critical way is fundamentally a conservative stance. Researchers are of course free to make such a 
choice but they should be aware of it and they should ask themselves whether their time is better 
spent thinking about emancipation or stabilising the current system. 
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