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ABSTRACT 
 

This paper aims to conduct a critical examination of the foundational assumptions and 
challenges of information literacy (IL), serving as a timely ‘reality check’ and a constructive 
instance of ‘problem-posing’. To this end, it advocates for an ‘aporetic’ approach, which 
constitutes a pivotal tool in philosophical inquiry. This approach posits that aporia—puzzlement 
rooted in the conflict of reasons—compels us to confront and grapple with (seemingly) 
insurmountable problems. It thereby creates opportunities to rethink fundamental concepts, 
theories, and perspectives. Through a critical literature review, this paper scrutinizes IL aporias 
across six scopes: conceptualization, theorization, philosophical underpinning, challenge, 
critique, and prospect. As a part of a broader project, the study focuses primarily on two key 
topics: truth and knowledge. The literature review identifies two aporias in IL: the disjunction 
between knowing and learning of knowledge, and the tension between information as objective 
truth and subjective interpretation of information, i.e., informativeness.  
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INTRODUCTION: FROM ‘PROBLEM-SOLVING’ TO ‘PROBLEM-POSING’ 
 

Several researchers have highlighted the fact that certain fundamental issues within IL 
research and practice warrant a more thorough investigation, maintaining that overlooking these 
issues could ultimately impact the viability of IL and the achievement of its goals. First, it has 
been argued that there is a tension between an implicit consensus on defining IL versus the 
prevalence of arbitrary and imprecise definitions (e.g., Bawden, 2001; Sample, 2020; Stordy, 
2015; Todd, 2017). IL is often posited as “not clearly communicat[ing] its meaning” (Bruce, 
1999, p. 34) and as a “muddy concept” (Seamans, 2012, p. 223). Second, the issue of under-
theorization in IL has become a persistent issue. In particular, the ongoing incongruence between 
theory and practice remains unresolved (Julien & Williamson, 2011; Lloyd, 2017; Schachter, 
2019, 2020). IL requires diverse theoretical approaches to explain it not only as a learning 
activity but also as a process/path leading to a product (Budd & Lloyd, 2014; Sample, 2020; 
Todd, 2017). Third, the lack of clarity in defining the scope and boundaries of IL has been 
frequently acknowledged. In particular, there is a need to distinguish IL from other literacies and 
to clarify its specific roles (Becker, 2018; Koltay, 2011; Mackey & Jacobson, 2011; Schneider, 
2013; Todd, 2017; Wuyckens et al., 2022). Finally, from a critical perspective, it is imperative 
that IL research acknowledge the political and critical dimensions of practice and discourse in 
the field. IL practices are always influenced by diverse—social, political, economic, and 
cultural—forces, but could also serve as a potential instrument for the transformation of society 
(Elmborg, 2006, 2012; Whitworth, 2014). 

While discussions on the challenges of IL abound, there is a limited amount of literature 
that systematically analyzes those identified challenges. Given this, a comprehensive and critical 
‘reality check’ is timely (Seamans, 2012). Such a ‘reality check’ may encompass a variety of 
broad aspects, including principal conceptions, assumptions, theories, models, methodologies, 
and findings. This paper, in particular, employs the philosophical inquiry of aporia in order to 
identify the principal challenges of IL research and practice, situated between its necessity as 
well as its impossibility. Posing this question challenges taken-for-granted assumptions in the IL 
field and stimulates ongoing debates about the legitimacy of current orientations of research and 
practice. In sum, this study aims to problematize unacknowledged issues (i.e., ‘problem-posing’) 
beyond a functional view of educational research focusing on ‘problem-solving’ (see Biesta et 
al., 2019; Freire, 1970/2000).  

 

WHY ‘APORIA’? 

 

An aporia1—often translated as ‘puzzlement rooted in conflicts of reasons’—is a 
collection of propositions that are individually plausible but collectively inconsistent or 

 
1 Szaif (2018, p. 31) explains that the terms aporia and its corresponding verb aporein (meaning ‘to be in a state of 
aporia’) originate from the root of poros (‘passage’, ‘pathway’, or ‘way/means of achieving’). Their meanings seem 
influenced by their links to porizein (‘to provide’) and its antony m euporia/euporein (‘plenty’ and ‘abundance’). 
Thus, to be in a state of aporia can imply being caught in an impasse without a perceivable exit as well as a lack of 
resources. 



contradictory. Aporia was a pivotal tool in philosophical inquiry for many Ancient Greek 
philosophers, including Presocratics, Plato, and Aristotle, among others (Karamanolis & Politis, 
2017; Rescher, 1987, p. 283). The aporia-based method (i.e., ‘aporetic method’), which utilizes 
aporetic reasoning, leads to a point of impasse characterized by puzzlement or perplexity about 
‘how to proceed’ or ‘what to say’ (Palmer, 2018). While the formal structure of the aporia-
questions is “Is A the case or is B the case?”, not every question form automatically constitutes 
an aporia. An aporia necessitates a (seemingly) insurmountable problem (Buddensiek, 2018, pp. 
142-143).  

An aporia compels us to confront and grapple with it, thereby discovering “a 
revolutionary theoretical question, posed in the very terms of its denial or in the impossibility of 
its solution” (Arendt, 1951, 1958; Balibar, 1995, 2004). Balibar says that the significance or 
purpose of all “aporetic undertakings is, if not to ‘transform,’ probably to incomplete the world, 
or the representation of the world as ‘a world,’” which “determines the need for a constant 
rewriting of the philosophical text” (1995, p. 146). Aporia demands an in-depth examination of 
the problems at hand by prompting consideration of foundational principles and the sciences that 
build upon them, inspiring a commitment to a specific perspective, and ultimately fostering a 
proper understanding and description (Buddensiek, 2018, pp. 144-145). In this way, aporia 
serves as a necessary philosophical tool for accessing reality, for understanding the intricate 
relationship between principles and the phenomena that depend on them, and for determining 
their explanatory power, implications, and limits (Buddensiek, 2018, pp. 151-153). 

However, the term aporia denotes more than the mere state of an impasse. It implies that 
aporetic thinking can create opportunities to rethink fundamental concepts, particularly in times 
of crisis (Gündoğdu, 2012). Therefore, it allows one to explore the conditions of future 
possibilities (Aradau, 2006; Balibar, 2004, p. 9), as evidenced by Arendt’s critique of the Rights 
of Man, which offered the potential for the reconstruction and reinvention of human rights 
through her formulation of the concept of “a right to have rights” (Gündoğdu, 2012). 

 

METHOD: A CRITICAL LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

The field of IL is extensive, making the selection of literature inevitably subject to the 
researcher’s bias. This paper employs the following strategies to gather a diverse range of 
literature while aligning with the objectives of a critical literature review.  

Critical reviews aim to critically analyze the extant literature on a broad topic to reveal 
weaknesses, contradictions, controversies, or inconsistencies (Paré et al., 2015, p. 189). This 
approach can demonstrate insight into the current state of knowledge in the domain by providing 
conceptual, theoretical, and methodological innovation (Carnwell & Daly, 2001, p. 59; Grant & 
Booth, 2009, p. 93; Paré et al., 2015, p. 189). After reviewing the literature on critical reviews, 
the author first identified six main scopes which attune to the purposes of the study: 
Conceptualization, theorization, philosophical underpinning, challenge, critique, and prospect. 
The author further identified 96 search keywords that serve as indicators for each scope. These 
search keywords were combined with (“information literac*” OR “information literate*”) and 
input into several databases—i.e., Scopus, Web of Science Core Collection, and Library Science 



Database (ProQuest)—to retrieve matching literature. The search field for search keywords was 
limited to title to ensure the study’s feasibility (Table 1). 

As a part of the author’s broader project, the analysis scope of this paper is limited to two 
pivotal aporias of IL—truth and knowledge, both of which were identified during the initial 
phase of the literature review.2 The author purposefully selected specific scopes and search 
keywords in alignment with the research goals. Only literature primarily dealing with IL was 
included, except in cases of comparison with other related terms, such as data literacy and digital 
literacy. It is worth noting that an article could be related to different scopes or keywords 
simultaneously. In this case, the author classified the article into the most seemingly relevant 
category. A total of 102 relevant articles were included in the study. 

 

Table 1 
Search Queries and Criteria for Literature Search 
 

Database Search query 

Scopus ( TITLE-ABSa-KEYb ( "information literac*" OR "information literate*" ) 
AND ) AND TITLE ( "search keyword" )) AND LANGUAGE ( english )  

Web of Science ((TSc=("information literac*" OR "information literate")) AND (TId=("search 
keyword"))) AND LAe=(English) 

LIS Collection 
(ProQuest) 

[STRICT] (title("information literac*" OR "information literate*")) OR 
summaryf("information literac*" OR "information literate")) AND 
title("search keyword") AND la.exact d("English") 

aAbstract   bAuthor keywords   c Topic (Searches title, abstract, author keywords, and Keywords Plus) 
d Title   e Language   f All abstract & summary texts 
 

KNOWLEDGE AND TRUTH AS APORIAS OF INFORMATION LITERACY 

 

Knowing versus Knowledge. 
 

The literature review demonstrates a conflicting tension between IL (as a way of 
knowing) and knowledge. IL is usually considered to be crucial to fostering independent learners 
who can engage with information in effective and critical ways (e.g., Andretta, 2006; Fázik & 
Steinerová, 2021; Lenox & Walker, 1994; Lupton, 2008; Walton & Cleland, 2013). Such an 
understanding of IL is often advocated by constructivist learning theories, which advocate that 
knowledge is not simply ‘found’ (or ‘transferred’) but rather ‘made’ (or ‘constructed’) (Eskola, 
2007; Harding, 2008; Hicks & Lloyd, 2021; Hwang, 1996). Constructivists also claim that reality 
is more in the mind of the knower, as the knower constructs a reality based on the apperceptions 

 
2 Despite the author’s study being in its preliminary stages, several other potential aporias have already been 
identified, such as data, ideology and politics, instrumentalism and vocationalism, technology, genericism, context, 
education and curriculum, and illiteracy. 



shaped around their unique set of experiences with and their beliefs about the world (Jonassen, 
1991). In IL instruction, constructivism is utilized to emphasize the context of the learner and 
focuses on recognizing their role in engaging with content and constructing meaning (e.g., 
Dömsödy, 2007; Lloyd, 2010; Williams & Wavell, 2007). 

On the other hand, some literature has reported the significant influence of existing 
knowledge in learning, noting that students struggle with the use and integration of information 
sources in their academic work (e.g., Ackerman & Arbour, 2016; Rosenblatt, 2010; Stevens & 
Campbell, 2008). Even when students possess proficiency in IL (e.g., retrieving appropriate 
sources), they tend to struggle to synthesize their findings in their academic work. This issue 
often stems from a disconnect between the novice perspectives of students and the expert 
viewpoints of faculty members in terms of existing knowledge and cognitive patterns (National 
Research Council, 2000). Furthermore, unlike students, faculty possess a deeper, more nuanced 
understanding of the research process and discourse in their disciplines (Bodi, 2002; Leckie, 
1996). This may imply that students need to enhance fundamental competencies, such as 
domain-specific knowledge, cognitive maturity, knowledge transfer, and critical thinking, before 
being introduced to IL and research. This also suggests that IL instructional approaches should 
account for students’ initial knowledge bases and aim to gradually enhance their understanding 
(Aglen, 2016). 

Against such a backdrop, it is worth noting that several researchers in education studies 
have critiqued constructivism (and context-dependent learning) in that it reduces knowledge to 
knowing by conflating ‘epistemology’ with ‘learning’ (e.g., Maton, 2014; Young, 2008). First, 
these researchers, in contrast to the constructivist perspective, posit that what is being learned is 
not the world itself (e.g., information phenomena) but a recontextualized system of knowledge 
about the world (e.g., information science) (Figure 1). They assert that constructivists conflate 
the process behind the ‘production of knowledge’ with that behind the ‘learning of knowledge’ 
(Song & Kang, 2018, pp. 21-22). Furthermore, they defend the importance of context-
independent knowledge. Basil Bernstein distinguishes between mundane knowledge—common 
sense, contextual, and local— esoteric knowledge—conceptual, abstract, and systematic 
(Bernstein, 1975/2003, pp. 90-91; 1990/2003, pp. 172-174; 1999; Wheelahan, 2010, p. 20). 
Bernstein explains that mundane knowledge, being context-dependent and non-transcendental, is 
confined to and can only be comprehended within their particular context. In contrast, esoteric 
knowledge, characterized by systematic principles that generate meaning, integrates knowledge 
based on abstract relationships rather than relevance to specific contexts. This form of knowledge 
is thus deemed ‘powerful knowledge’ due to its potential to transform both knowledge and the 
ways to use that knowledge (Hoadley & Muller, 2010, pp. 74-75; Wheelahan, 2010, pp. 20-21). 

Given such tensions, IL researchers need to tackle with this aporia by answering several 
questions: How does IL influence an individual’s different types of knowledge (e.g., 
propositional, experiential, performative, and epistemological) (see Mingers, 2014; Pavese, 
2022; Swanson, 2006)? What are the relationships between new information and the existing 
structure of knowledge, understanding, and skills? 

 



Figure 1 
Knowing and Learning in Education 
 

 

 

Informativeness versus Truth.  
 

Another aporia identified from the literature was the tension between seeking objective 
truths through IL and acknowledging the subjective nature of information interpretation and use. 
The use of multiple concepts of information was more prevalent in the early 2010s. Scholars tend 
to present a diverse range of conceptions of information, without clearly differentiating 
information from data, documents, content, media, knowledge, interpretations, and opinions 
(e.g., Bruce, 1997; Kuhlthau, 1985; Limberg et al., 2012; Mackey & Jacobson, 2011). Here, 
information could be nearly whatever an individual considers ‘informative.’ However, such an 
understanding of information conflicts with more recent IL frameworks, which adopt 
information as (true) propositional content (e.g., Grizzle et al., 2021; Information Literacy 
Group, 2018). This shift appears to reflect the changing information landscape due to the rise of 
‘post-truth’ phenomena.  

This invites critical questions about the connection between truth and information in IL 
research and practice. For example, Hannah (2023) highlights the shortcomings in the ACRL 
framework, which could complicate efforts to address the spread of misinformation and 
disinformation. Furthermore, there have been recent attempts to articulate the relationship 
between truth and information within IL models. Fázik and Steinerová (2021) discuss Lupton’s 
(2008) categorization of IL concepts—namely, (1) the dimension of external (objective) 
information outside the user entity, (2) the dimension of internal (subjective) information, and 
(3) the dimension of subjective information with a transformative nature—and argue for an 
understanding of IL as the competence to critically assess information with the purpose of 
verifying its truthfulness through a dialectic process. According to this study, knowledge of the 



truth serves as a bridge between subjective (internalized) information with objective (external) 
information. 

This alleged aporia is related to the conceptualization of information with regard to its 
‘objectivity,’ which is intrinsically linked to the ontological status of information (Adriaans, 
2024). A subjective interpretation (i.e., a state of an agent) views information as contingent upon 
the receiver’s interpretation of the message (e.g., ‘reduction in uncertainty’ or ‘change in 
cognitive structure’) (McKinney & Yoos, 2019; Mingers, 2013, pp. 389-390). This suggests that 
a message conveys no information if its content is already known or not understood by the 
recipient. Such an approach aligns closely with the pragmatic dimension of information, 
highlighting its relativity to the receiver’s context.  Conversely, an objective perspective on 
information (i.e., the capacity of an object to inform an agent) argues for a clear, if not absolute, 
distinction between ‘true’ and ‘false’ information—i.e., mis- and disinformation—as the basis of 
IL instruction (Baines & Elliott, 2020; Brisola & Doyle, 2019; Rubin, 2019). This view 
highlights several drawbacks to subjective interpretation (Mingers, 2013, pp. 389-390). First, this 
standpoint argues that the subjective approach undermines the inherent informational content of 
information resources and neglects to acknowledge the nature of information as distinct from 
interpretation. 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

This study contributes to the field by moving beyond conventional ‘problem-solving’ 
frameworks towards a more reflective ‘problem-posing’ approach that acknowledges the 
complexity and multifaceted nature of IL. Adopting an aporetic method, the study aimed to a 
new mode of engaging with the realities of IL, offering a fresh perspective on its challenges and 
opportunities. A critical review has identified knowledge and truth as key aporias that need to be 
confronted in IL research and practice. Given both aporias are intrinsically linked to the 
understanding of information, future research could benefit from a philosophical analysis of 
information (Floridi, 2016; Furner, 2010; Mingers, 2013; Sequoiah-Grayson & Floridi, 2022). 
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