Reverting Hegemonic Ideology: Research
Librarians and Information Professionals as

“Critical Editors” of Wikipedia

Paul Thomas

While many LIS publications have focused on Wikipedia, no LIS study has used
intersectional class analysis to consider the site as a transmitter and reproducer of
hegemonic ideology. Using both Antonio Gramsci and LIS theorist Michael Harris as
starting points, this paper argues that Wikipedia is predicated on a philosophy of
pluralism that serves as a transmitter of hegemonic ideology, thereby upholding the
oppressive status quo. To counter this issue, the paper encourages librarians to em-
brace “critical editing”—an approach to Wikipedia editing built around an awareness
of power, a penchant for critical literacy, a focus on desocialization, and an emphasis
on self-education. The paper concludes with an example of critical editing praxis
(dubbed the “Library Repository-to-Wikipedia” method) that research librarians and
information professionals can replicate to counteract aspects of Wikipedia that inher-
ently support the status quo and, thus, hegemonic ideology.

Introduction

Wikipedia—the “free encyclopedia anyone can edit”' —has long been a topic of interest to librar-
ians and information professionals; and, during the last decade and a half, library and infor-
mation science (LIS) journals have published dozens of articles that consider the site’s unique
approach to article creation/modification, its purported reliability, and its unprecedented size
and scope. Another area of research in which LIS scholars have shown an increased interest
has been Wikipedia’s systemic biases. Most of the publications focusing in this area consider
the site’s imbalances with regard to gender, sex, sexuality, and politics; however, as of yet, no
LIS study has used intersectional class analysis as a framework by which to consider the site’s
role as a transmitter and reproducer of hegemonic ideology (that is, the dominant and often
unconscious worldview that upholds the existing social order, the myriad power structures
of that order, and the power of the ruling class).

This paper attempts to fill this hole in the scholarly literature, by taking a Gramscian
approach’ to the issue. After first reviewing literature about Wikipedia’s systemic issues, the
article defines what exactly is meant by the terms “hegemony” and “hegemonicideology.” The
work then segues into Michael Harris’s argument that librarianship has long been predicated
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in the philosophy of pluralism, which claims to be a neutral approach but which really serves
as a “handmaiden”? of hegemonic ideology, to quote Christine Pawley. After providing evi-
dence that Wikipedia is likewise predicated on this sort of pluralism, the paper details how
this philosophical foundation allows Wikipedia to unintentionally serve as a transmitter of
oppressive, hegemonic ideology.

The paper’s final section encourages users (and librarians in particular) to embrace critical
editing, which is an approach to Wikipedia editing influenced by various critical and digital
pedagogies. Critical editors recognize that their edits are political (given that they are shaping
knowledge), and these editors are always on the lookout for power asymmetries that shape
“reliable” sources. The paper then outlines a creative example of critical editing praxis (dubbed
the “Library Repository-to-Wikipedia” method) that research librarians and information
professionals can use to counteract aspects of Wikipedia that inherently support hegemonic
ideology vis-a-vis the existing social order. By embracing critical editing, editors will have
the potential to open Wikipedia to many additional types of knowledge, rather than just the
“approved” worldview of the dominant class.

Background and Context

While encyclopedias have been around for hundreds, if not thousands of years,* Wikipedia
was the first major encyclopedia to open itself to the public and source all its content from
laypersons. What many may not realize is that Wikipedia itself owes its origin to a more
traditional encyclopedic project known as Nupedia, which was founded in 1999 by entrepre-
neur Jimmy Wales and philosophy doctoral student Larry Sanger.” The purpose of Nupedia
was to create “the world’s largest international, peer-reviewed encyclopedia [that was also]
free.”® To do this, Wales and Sanger sought out world-renowned experts and asked them to
write articles about familiar topics. These articles were then peer-reviewed and copyedited
before being approved and put online for the whole world to read, free of charge. However,
because Nupedia was not a commercial endeavor, Wales and Sanger were unable to pay their
editors for their contributions. As such, only a handful of academics participated, resulting
in only a few dozen articles ever being written. By 2003, the project effectively collapsed and
disappeared in the annals of information organization.”

After the implosion of Nupedia, Wales decided to try something new. Inspired by the
potential of “wiki” software—that is, “server software that allows users to freely create and
edit webpage content using any Web browser”®—Wales created what he viewed as the spiri-
tual successor to Nupedia, which he called “Wikipedia.” Much like Nupedia, Wikipedia was
also free and open to the public, but what set it apart from its predecessor is that anyone
could contribute to the site—not just those with advanced degrees or professional training.’
Understandably, this new project was quite provocative and started an outbreak of moral
panic that has refused to die down. Some academics decried this new site as being inherently
inaccurate —given that anyone can edit it—and they bemoaned how it would inevitably lead
to the downfall of traditional liberal education.!” Others—including many research librar-
ians'' —realized the possibilities of this new project and actively began to contribute.™

Individuals who help build up the site’s content (referred to as “editors”) can either con-
tribute anonymously or through a registered account (the former method is commonly used
by those who want to make quick edits on the fly, whereas the latter method is commonly
used by those who want to contribute to the site over a longer period of time). Almost all Wiki-
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pedia articles are open to total modification (some are “locked” to prevent petty vandalism),
and an editor need only click the “edit” button at the top of an article to modify its contents.
While in theory anything can be added to the site, Wikipedia’s “manual of style” stipulates
that all content needs to be backed up by “reliable sources” (e.g., citations to books, journal
articles, newspapers)."”

Today, Wikipedia is one of the most-used resources online according to Alexa rankings'
and, shockingly, has been cited in everything from court cases® to peer-reviewed articles in
rigorously vetted journals like Nature and Science.'® As of April 2020, the English version of
Wikipedia alone hosts just over 6 million articles, which have collaboratively been created
by more than 38.9 million registered users.” (Strictly in terms of articles, Wikipedia dwarfs
its de facto rival, the online version of the Encyclopaedia Britannica, which hosts only 40,000
articles.)’® Today —whether people care to admit it or not—Wikipedia is often the go-to des-
tination for ascertaining a quick bit of information, fact-checking a random piece of trivia, or
even beginning the research process. Given that the site is a heavily used sociocultural object
that is constantly changing, it is worthy of continuous academic scrutiny.

Wikipedia and Systemic Bias

The claim that Wikipedia is systemically biased is not a new one," and numerous studies in the
last decade have explored this charge in great detail. While these studies are all subtly differ-
ent from one another, most (though not all) can be sorted into two broad groups: studies that
explore gender, sex, and sexuality bias, or studies that explore sociocultural or political bias.

The largest category of bias studies contains those that consider Wikipedia with regard
to gender imbalance. Many of these studies focus on the disproportionately small percentage
of Wikipedia editors who identify as women.?® An oft-repeated claim in these studies is that
around 10 to 20 percent of Wikipedia’s editors identify as female —a claim the raw data seem
to confirm. Other reports have studied the disproportionately large number of articles written
about male subjects,” and still others have analyzed the linguistic and semantic content of
the site itself, arguing that, when statistically evaluated, there are clear linguistic correlations
between certain phrases/words and their use in articles about persons of specific genders.”
Finally, there are a growing number of articles that have criticized the site for lacking propor-
tionate LGBTQ+ articles and editors.?

The second category of bias studies are those that explore sociocultural and/or political
bias in articles. Several studies have argued that Wikipedia’s topical coverage overemphasizes
Euro-American culture.? Others have argued that, when it comes to sourcing, the site has a
noticeable English-language bias,” and that there are noticeable differences when compar-
ing the content of the English version of Wikipedia to other language variants.*® A repeated
observation, echoed in both scholarly and popular sources, is that Wikipedia and its editors
focus heavily on popular culture —sometimes to the detriment of other topics.?” Finally, there
are a handful of studies that explore whether Wikipedia has a political slant and, if so, what
direction the site “leans.”*

This current essay builds from and in many ways unifies this literature by critiquing
the site using intersectional class analysis. In particular, this essay considers how Wikipedia
serves as a transmitter of the hegemonic ideology that supports the existing “social order,”
defined here as the laminated “political-economic systems of capitalism and imperialism as
well as patriarchy.”#
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Hegemony, Pluralism, and Wikipedia

The concept of “hegemony” was formulated in the 1930s by Antonio Gramsci, a key neo-
Marxist thinker and Italian politician. According to Gramsci, the ruling class (that is to say,
the bourgeoisie) holds power within the existing social order not only by means of politi-
cal force and violence,* but also through ideology, which is disseminated via sociocultural
structures.” Over time, this slanted ideology gets so widely disseminated that it becomes
diffused throughout society, resulting in people seeing this ruling ideology not as a construct
but rather as “common sense” —that is, “already existing, self-evident truths” understood as
describing the way the world naturally is or should be.*> Gramsci argued that this insidious
and often imperceptible hegemony was the reason that the bourgeoisie was able to have a
stranglehold over the working class (otherwise known as the proletariat) without having to
constantly resort to brute force.*

Gramsci’s formulation of hegemony has been extremely influential in the social sciences —
especially in fields like anthropology, sociology, and political theory —but, unfortunately,
as Raber notes, “a search of LIS literature quickly reveals that the work of Antonio Gramsci
has had almost no influence on LIS research.”** However, a major exception to this blanket
statement is Michael Harris, who in 1986 invoked the concept of hegemonic ideology to ar-
ticulate a theory of —and by extension, the issues with—modern librarianship in the United
States.® To fully understand Harris’s argument, it is imperative to first start by considering
the importance of the “pluralist perspective,” which Harris, citing the political theorist Wil-
liam Connolly, defines as a paradigm that:

...portrays the [existing social order] as a balance of power among overlapping
... groupings. Each “group” has some voice in shaping socially binding decisions
... All major groups share a broad system of beliefs and values which encourages
conflict to proceed within established channels and allows initial disagreements
to dissolve into compromise solutions.*

According to Harris, 20th-century librarianship in the United States evolved into a profes-
sion that heartily embraced this understanding, eventually leading to the widespread idea
that librarians are “apolitical servants of the ‘people” who are “completely neutral [when
it comes to] social, economic, and political questions.”?” This underlying philosophy meant
that, in time, librarians understood their job as simply collecting what was produced and
making it available to all. On the surface, this sort of philosophical turn seems well and
good. However, for those committed to true egalitarianism and radical emancipation, it very
quickly poses a problem.

Despite the digital revolution, which has enabled the public to produce their own material
items, the material found in libraries is largely still produced by “official” (that is, bourgeoi-
sie) entities, like large commercial publishing houses,” production studios, or major record
labels. This can clearly be illustrated by walking into almost any public library and pulling
a random book off the shelf, or perhaps going to a library-licensed database and clicking on
the first journal article that appears; there is a very good chance that the item will not have
been self-published by an average individual, but rather mass-produced and distributed
by established commercial organizations, including mega publishers like Penguin Random
House, HarperCollins, Springer, or Elsevier.”
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Looking at this situation through a Marxian lens, it can be said that these commercial pub-
lishers are sustained by the existing power structures in society —in particular, the capitalistic
practice of purchasing a product (such as a journal article or a monograph manuscript) and
its intellectual rights from authors at low (or no) cost and then selling that product at a much
higher price for a profit.* Because this existing system sustains the commercial publishers,*!
it seems unlikely that they would willingly bite the hand that feeds them by promoting or
publishing material that threatens that system in any serious way (for instance, a book called
Elsevier’s Guide to Using Library Genesis and Sci-Hub).

Furthermore, because many commercial publishers are so large, when taken together they
effectively form a market monopoly that very literally controls what is or is not distributed
to the world at large.* Authors thus have to publish with them. (To use a simple anecdotal
example from academia: many scholars are warned that they have to work with a well-known
publisher or else their research will never be read and they will likely fail in an attempt to secure
tenure.)” All of this results in material distributed by the commercial publishers broadcasting,
either explicitly or implicitly, a desire to preserve the existing social order. This ideology is
then internalized by those scholars and researchers who consume that material until it is ac-
cepted by most as the common-sensical “way things are.” This is hegemonic ideology at work.

All of this has a direct impact on libraries. This is because librarians espouse pluralist
ideas like neutrality, meaning that they strive to “provide ‘balanced’ collections reflecting the
wide diversity of views found in pluralistic society.”* Again, this seems fine until one realizes
that the “balanced” and “diverse” material that librarians curate is overwhelmingly produced
by the aforementioned publishers, whose material in and of itself promotes the hegemonic
ideology that keeps them in power. This means it is impossible for most librarians to truly
be apolitical or neutral agents, given that the pluralist ideology they embrace leads to their
reproducing (and thereby endorsing) hegemonic ideology —a decidedly political act.* It is
for this exact reason that the critical pedagogue Henry Giroux has emphatically argued that
“neutrality [is] the basis for a kind of fascist politics.”*

The Pluralist Roots of Wikipedia and the Problem at Hand
At this point, a reader might be curious how the pluralist perspective, which so far has been
discussed in regard to librarianship, is related to Wikipedia. The simple answer is that the
pluralist perspective, in many ways, directly informs Wikipedia’s policies. To arrive at this
conclusion, it is first necessary to take a look at Wikipedia’'s epistemological grounding. While
Wikipedia owes its existence to the functionalist encyclopedia tradition that believes the world
can be objectively identified and documented, in many ways the site is a radical humanist
project that—at least on the surface —knows no limit, as editors are free to write about pretty
much whatever they want. Of course, this freedom has led to the charge that Wikipedia is
nothing more than “post-postmodern ...drivel.”*” To overcome this issue, Wikipedia editors
have rallied around the driving ethos that the site is epistemologically citational, cataloging
only what other reliable sources have documented and commented upon.*®

The importance of reliability is stressed in a Wikipedia essay appropriately titled
“Wikipedia:Reliable sources.” This page mandates: “Wikipedia articles should be based on
reliable, published sources, making sure that all majority and significant minority views that have
appeared in those sources are covered ...If no reliable sources can be found on a topic, Wikipedia
should not have an article on it” [emphasis added].* This means that Wikipedia—at least accord-
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ing to its own rhetoric—does not contain what it calls “original research”; it instead aggregates
what experts have already published.” Consequently, when a debate about topical coverage
comes up, Wikipedia editors often wash their hands of any problem by claiming that the site
is a third-party committed to simple, neutral documentation.>

Indeed, the idea of “neutrality” is so important to Wikipedia editors that it too is consid-
ered a core content policy point that governs the site. Consider the following, taken from the
Wikipedia essay entitled “Wikipedia:Neutral point of view”:

All encyclopedic content on Wikipedia must be written from a neutral point of view
(NPOV), which means representing fairly, proportionately, and, as far as possible,
without editorial bias, all of the significant views that have been published by reliable
sources on a topic.... Wikipedia aims to describe disputes, but not engage in them.
Editors, while naturally having their own points of view, should strive in good
faith to provide complete information, and not to promote one particular point of
view over another. As such, the neutral point of view does not mean exclusion of
certain points of view, but including all verifiable points of view which have sufficient
due weight.>* [emphasis added)

By embracing both “reliability” and “neutrality,” Wikipedia’s citational epistemology
thus bars the addition of various types of knowledge, including personal opinion, unpub-
lished research, or unverified “corrections” to extant literature—all of which is considered
“original research.” Instead, the site defers only to the thoughts of “experts,” which are found
in professionally published sources like journal articles, books, newspaper articles, and pro-
fessional reports.*

It is almost certainly no coincidence that Wikipedia’s fixation on “reliable” sources and
“neutrality” mirrors the pluralist belief that “collections can be built in a uniform and neu-
tral manner by simply attending to the clearly demarcated body of ...works endorsed by the
creators and producers of high culture.”** Indeed, Wikipedia, just like the modern library, is
very much a pluralistic project; therein lies the problem. As was discussed earlier, pluralism
in regard to librarianship can often result in the reproduction of hegemonic ideology by up-
holding the existing social order.” This means that Wikipedia—being predicated on a strictly
citational sort of pluralism that favors only the “neutral” material created by those currently
in a state of power—is a site that necessarily reproduces hegemonic ideology as well.

For an example of how this pluralism can cause issues on Wikipedia, consider the myriad
sociocultural groups that do not have robust written records, or those cultures that lack a
comprehensive writing system all together. Because “neutral” and “reliable” sources (defined
by Wikipedia editors as monographs, journal articles, and the like) have not been published
about these groups, much of their collective knowledge —their myths, legends, histories, be-
liefs, languages, politics —cannot be systematically added to Wikipedia, since doing so would
constitute “original research.”*® Or consider, perhaps, the many women, people of color, and/
or people of lower socioeconomic class who have almost certainly shaped history but whom
the “reliable” history books have omitted. They too must be omitted from Wikipedia.

Wikipedia’s pluralist citation policy thus does two main things: First, it violently erases
those groups not mentioned in “reliable sources” while simultaneously overemphasizing
the role of the privileged groups (who are disproportionately white, male Euro-Americans)
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that are mentioned in these sources, thereby reaffirming and reproducing the (white, male
Euro-American) hegemony of the status quo. Second, it reasserts the “common sense” idea
that the only reliable sources are those made by (often large) commercial publishers. This, in
turn, leads to the continuing hegemony of the modern publishing industry and its performa-
tive ability to construct the “truth” about the very world we live in. The proverbial cherry on
top is that Wikipedia’s opposition to non-neutral editing squashes many ways for people to
critique this pluralism, and thus ideological hegemony itself.

This situation is made all the more serious by the fact that Wikipedia is what can be called
a “digital infrastructure,” meaning that it is often uncritically used by many humans connected
to the internet, millions of whom use the site as a quick way to check a fact or look up a bit of
trivia. Many people uncritically take the content at face value,” regardless of whether there
is a reliable, verifiable citation backing up that content.”® This means that when hegemonic
ideology finds its way into the text of Wikipedia, it is almost always caught up in the nonstop
and nigh-subliminal dissemination of information.” Having been quietly dispersed the world
over, this hegemonic ideology is unconsciously absorbed by readers, who will then use that
information in some real way, thus reaffirming and further diffusing said ideology. From
there, it can only snowball.

What Is Already Being Done?
In response to the systemic biases discussed earlier in this paper, a sizable contingent of
Wikipedia editors has initiated projects to right wrongs.®® A good illustration of this “Wiki-
activism” is the “Women in Red” WikiProject. On Wikipedia, hyperlinks to articles that have
not yet been created will appear in bright red, as opposed to the normal blue; this red link
functions as a veritable construction sign, letting readers know that editors have not gotten
around to working on that specific topic. Because a disproportionate number of articles on
the site are about men, the “Women in Red” WikiProject thus strives to actively create articles
about women so as “to turn ‘redlinks’ into blue ones.”®! This targeted editing, it is believed,
will help reduce the aforementioned gender bias on Wikipedia. In that regard, the project has
been somewhat successful: When it was launched in October 2014, only about 16 percent of
the encyclopedia’s biographical articles were about women; by October 2019, that number
had grown to 18 percent.®

Projects like “Women in Red” are laudable efforts (and I proudly consider myself a
member of the aforementioned project); but, before Wikipedia celebrants® get too excited, it
is important to remember that these projects have their own issues that often go unnoticed.
For the purposes of this article, the biggest issue worth noting is that those projects seeking
to undo systemic bias almost universally gloss over the fundamentally problematic issue of
class and social order. Instead, they are forced to counter bias while still reproducing the exist-
ing power structures that have given rise to and/or exacerbated many aspects of oppression.
For instance, if an editor wants to undo systemic bias that has excluded the contributions of
women of color, that editor will still be forced to edit in a way thatis “neutral” and that makes
use of “reliable sources” published by bourgeoisie companies —requirements that, as has been
noted in this paper, by their very nature preserve the existing social order.*

This means that most anti-bias projects function like bandages that cover only surface
issues while still leaving articles firmly “enmeshed in discourses of hierarchy, knowledge
legitimation, and power.”* And while it is important to re-emphasize that these anti-bias
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projects are worthwhile and should be supported, even after extensive overhauling, most
articles still remain tools of domination, broadcasting hegemonic ideology that promotes the
preservation of the existing social order. Consequently, if we want to really improve the situ-
ation and weed out hegemonic ideology, our entire approach to “proper” Wikipedia editing
and sourcing will need to change. What we need is an intersectional approach that will allow
us to root out sexism, racism, classism, and imperialism at the same time.

“Critical Editing”: Empowering Wikipedia Editors to Combat Hegemonic Ideology
The question of how one can “revert” (to use Wiki-speak) hegemonic ideology embedded
in the core of the encyclopedia is not an easy one to answer, and it is unlikely that any one
method can serve as a permanent panacea. That said, in this present section, I would like to
discuss a new philosophy for Wikipedia users that I have formulated called critical editing.*
When embraced consistently and committedly by editors, this philosophy has the potential
to free the encyclopedia from some of hegemonic ideology’s shackles. Furthermore, given the
rise of critical librarianship within the last few years, I believe most research librarians and
information professionals are in a prime position to serve as critical editors, given their key
role in the preservation, transmission, and dissemination of information.

Critical editing is inspired directly by the critical pedagogy of Paulo Freire,* Ira Shor,*®
and Henry Giroux;® the digital pedagogy of Sean Michael Morris, Jesse Stommel,” Matthew
A. Vetter, and Keon Pettiway;”* and —perhaps most importantly —the fundamental philosophy
underpinning critical librarianship.” It can be glossed as a holistic approach to Wikipedia that
recognizes the site not as the neutral “sum of all human knowledge,” but as a political site of
ever-changing knowledge production and reproduction. Critical editors are thus aware that
“neutral” editing is an impossible requirement and that calls for neutrality are really calls for
the preservation of the oppressive social order.” Critical editors also accept as axiomatic that
there are power asymmetries inherent to supposedly “reliable” sources as well as the encyclo-
pedic project as a whole, and that the only way to dismantle these asymmetries is by rigorously
scrutinizing articles for unconscious slant, systematically interrogating existing citational prac-
tices, and calling attention to what Vetter and Pettiway refer to as “diverse knowledge-making
practices” (such as oral tradition) that are often overlooked or marginalized.”

Critical editing thus goes far beyond the goals of many Wikipedia-focused anti-bias initia-
tives (like edit-a-thons)™ that almost always focus on occasional, localized modifications while
ignoring the intersectional issues of the existing social order. Instead, critical editing promotes
the constant identification and critiquing of oppressive systems that might allow Wikipedia
articles to unconsciously diffuse hegemonic ideology. By directly eschewing the reproduction
of hegemonic ideology’s oppressive “single voice,”” critical editing thus actively encourages
the sort of emancipatory collaboration that Wikipedia and its supporters have long lauded.

The Four Key Features of Critical Editing
Implicit in the critical editing approach are four key features, derived from Shor’s understand-
ing of critical consciousness:”

Criterion 1: Power awareness.
First, and perhaps most important, critical editors focus on the question of power. Information
should never be added thoughtlessly to the site. Instead, a critical editor interrogates where in-
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formation is coming from and questions why the producers of that information were motivated
to produce it in the first place. By making an effort to be consciously aware of the questions
of power, critical editors can learn to more readily detect the oppressive and often obscure
power dynamics that frame and support “impartial” or “reliable” sources. By scrutinizing the
power dynamics inherent in their sources and the project itself, editors can learn to ask who
benefits from the information they find. On that note, this questioning of power should also be
reflexive, forcing the critical editor to recognize that they too are in a position of power, given
that they are the ones choosing what content will be added to or removed from Wikipedia.

Criterion 2: Critical literacy.

Second, critical editors are “critically literate,” meaning that they eschew shallow understand-
ings of sources and articles alike, instead coming to know the many different dimensions of
any text in question. Often, critical literacy requires the recontextualization of sources; as such,
critical editors should recognize that “information resources reflect their creators” expertise and
credibility” —as well as biases—and must therefore be “evaluated based on the information
need and the context in which the information will be used.””® Critical literacy on Wikipedia
could include anything from researching a particular source to better understand the intentions
of the author, to overhauling articles that have incorrectly included or omitted key sources.

Criterion 3: Desocialization.

Third, critical editors strive to desocialize themselves and others by “recognizing and chal-
lenging” the problematic “myths, values, behaviors, and language learned in mass culture.””
A major aspect of desocialization is metacognitive, meaning that editors should meditate on
the ways they often unconsciously think and act that may uphold oppressive systems. While
difficult and at times taxing, questioning preconceived notions is imperative if editors want
to unlearn harmful patterns of (for instance, sexist, racist, classist, nationalistic) thinking and
behaving that for many are deeply internalized. Examples of desocialization on Wikipedia
might include actively questioning the provenance of “common sense” claims that reproduce
the oppressive social order (such as the doxa that all editing be neutral and unoriginal), or
dialoging about potentially problematic editing practices with other editors on “talk pages”
(which are special Wikipedia articles designed specifically for editor communication).

Criterion 4: Self-organization and self-education.

Finally, for the critical editor, the act of contributing to Wikipedia is divorced from “authori-
tarian relations,”® meaning that the act has “autonomy from authority-dependence.”®! Put
another way, critical editors should be inspired to contribute content not because they have
to (such as students who have been given a mandatory school assignment to “improve an
article” or “make a major edit”), but because they want to. This facet is of utmost importance
because it is only by breaking from the existing power structures of traditional education and
embracing self-direction that the critical editor can strive for anything that resembles liberation.

Praxis Makes Perfect: The “Library Repository-to-Wikipedia” Method of
Critical Editing

As Marilyn Frankenstein argues, “Reflection that is not ultimately accompanied by action to
transform the world is meaningless ... rhetoric.”® In an effort to avoid meaningless rhetoric,
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this article will now detail a particular method of critical editing praxis that I call the “Library
Repository-to-Wikipedia” method.

As has been emphasized several times, the fundamental problem discussed in this article
has been Wikipedia’s pluralistic ethos, best expressed in its citation policies. This means that
issues of hegemonic ideology cannot be ameliorated —and may in fact be exacerbated —simply
by the addition of “neutral” and “reliable” sources, since these sources often cause the structural
issues in the first place. The only way to effectively combat the “print-centric epistemology
[sustaining] existing hegemonies” is by subverting in some way that very epistemology.* This
means that a truly emancipatory praxis will need to result in 1) original content that can 2) be
added to Wikipedia, while 3) satisfying Wikipedia’s “reliability” mandate and 4) challenging
hegemonic ideology vis-a-vis the existing social order.

On the surface, this may seem like an impossible task. How can “original research” make
its way onto Wikipedia without somehow violating rules about neutrality or reliability? Like-
wise, what publisher would subvert its own commercial imperative by allowing the wholesale
duplication of its content onto a freely accessible resource? My answer to this question is what
I have dubbed the “library repository-to-Wikipedia” method, which calls for critical editors to
first publish robust encyclopedic articles—replete with a summation of the extant literature,
alongside original commentary, discussions of power dynamics, and critiques of the status
quo—under a creative commons license via a research library’s digital repository.** Being
freely licensed, this text can then be integrated into a Wikipedia article, and because this text
was released by a reputable publisher (in other words, the research library), the library copy
of the article can serve as a reliable source for any instances of original research. An outline
of this method is as follows, which in turn is visualized in figure 1:

Step 1: Detect an Issue on Wikipedia: The first step is for the critical editor to detect an
issue in Wikipedia’s coverage that cannot be overcome simply by standard editing practices.
Perhaps the issue in question is the result of systemic asymmetries in the way the site operates
(such as the exclusion of indigenous knowledge that might exist only as oral tradition),* or
perhaps it is an instance of “neutral,” “reliable” bourgeoisie sources being used to validate
“common sense” claims that reproduce hegemonic ideology vis-a-vis the social order.

Step 2: Research and Write Article Offline: Once an issue has been identified, the criti-
cal editor begins to construct an article offline that addresses the issue. This work should be
modeled on the structure of a Wikipedia article and closely follow the site’s manual of style,
as this will make eventual Wikipedia integration easier.*® When working on this article, a
critical editor is encouraged to use copious sources and citations, which they should include
alongside their own original, critical research to actively rebut hegemonic ideology.

Step 3: Begin Collaborative Peer Review: Once a critical editor has finished researching
and writing their article, they are encouraged to solicit comments about that article from their
colleagues or individuals who are otherwise knowledgeable in the area being written about;
this is effectively a variant of what Morris and Stommel call “collaborative peer review,”
wherein authors, referees, and editors openly cooperate on the production of scholarship.?”
For transparency, the identities of the reviewers can be noted in the article, and a copy of their
comments can even be amended to the article as an appendix or a supplemental file.

Step 4: Publish Article via Library Repository: Once a critical editor is satisfied with their
article, it is published by a research library via a digital repository. Importantly, the work is
released under the Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License, which allows for
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the content to be shared, adapted, remixed, or integrated into any project—even commercial
ones—as long as the persons adapting the content provide attribution that indexes the original
(in other words, a citation); this is a crucial step in allowing full integration into Wikipedia.
Step 5: Integrate Article into Wikipedia: Once the article is in the repository, the critical
editor can (thanks to the aforementioned Creative Commons license) copy the contents of
their article onto Wikipedia, using it to supplement an existing article on the site or to form
the basis for a new Wikipedia article. For instances of original research, the critical editor can
simply provide a footnoted citation to the stable version of the article hosted in the library’s
repository; because the original version of the article was peer-reviewed and published by a
reputable organization, it technically satisfies Wikipedia requirements about reliable sourcing.

FIGURE 1
An Outline of the Repository-to-Wikipedia Method
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to prevent charges of original research

While the practice being described here is new and thus experimental, its fundamentals
are based solidly on what one might call “Wiki-precedent” —namely, the fact that many
articles on Wikipedia already use text from freely available resources like the 11th edition
of Encyclopaedia Britannica (1911), The Jewish Encyclopedia (1901), and the Catholic Encyclopedia
(1907-12).% The articles from these reference works lack explicit inline citations, and almost
all of them contain what Wikipedia would call “original research,” be it critical commentary,
a synthesis of multiple sources, judgment calls, or textual extrapolations. However, because
these works were published, they have nevertheless been deemed reliable, and many of their
otherwise original assertions are backed up on Wikipedia with a citation to the original en-
cyclopedia entry.® This is, in essence, the same method I am promoting here, with the main
difference being that library-published sources are more up-to-date and have been written
with the express intention of being interpolated into Wikipedia.

At this point a reader might ask why I am championing library repository publishing,
rather than encouraging authors to directly publish their articles in open access journals. The
fact of the matter is that open access journals are, in many ways, useful tools for breaking the
hegemony of the commercial publishing industry. That said, I do believe that, for the purposes
of constructing critical encyclopedic texts, library repository publishing arguably allows for
greater creative control on the part of the critical editor(s), as said editors do not have to worry
so much about scholarly “fit,” keeping their entry within 3,000-8,000 words, or adhering to
whatever style guide is mandated by a specific journal. Additionally, library repository pub-
lishing answers to Jesse Stommel’s call for scholars to “broaden the [academic] landscape to
make way for dynamic collaboration, new media, and participatory culture”®® —something
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that many traditional journals have shown a great reluctance to do.
All things considered, the library repository-to-Wikipedia method aligns closely with the
spirit of critical editing, given that contributors who embrace the model can:

¢ Discuss the power structures that have created the knowledge being written about, as
well as the power that the author has in organizing said knowledge (criterion 1);

» (riticize, synthesize, or supplement existing sources without being accused of “original
research” (criterion 2);

* Break from aspects of the hegemonic publishing industry while still producing widely
disseminated research, thereby refusing to uphold an oppressive system (criterion 3); and

* Openly collaborate with others to create a well-written, multidimensional article of
scholarship, which can be edited even after it has been officially published, thereby
encouraging voluntary upkeep on the part of the contributor(s) (criterion 4).

Once again, however, the celebrants should restrain any uncritical optimism. The library
repository-to-Wikipedia method is not a perfect solution and has its drawbacks, with perhaps
the most notable being that, while it subverts a major aspect of the hegemonic publication
system, it still relies on (and thus reproduces) key aspects of the status quo, such as peer re-
view or a reliance on an institution’s imprimatur to grant a sense of reliability. Additionally,
some traditionalist Wikipedia editors may view this approach as a way to “cheat” the system,
but I would counter that this method of praxis, when done transparently and in good faith, is
nothing more than a creative way to leverage the site’s exact rules for the betterment of society.

Of course, no solution is ever a perfect cure-all, but research librarians and other informa-
tion scholars should not ignore the truly transformative potential that the “library repository-
to-Wikipedia” method has to offer.

Conclusion

As aresource providing millions of free articles to billions of people the world over, Wikipedia
is a revolutionary platform that has the potential to trigger a massive paradigm shift in fields
like library studies and information science. With that said, the site’s oft-ignored predica-
tion on the pluralist philosophy means that Wikipedia—Ilike the modern institution that is
librarianship—is complicit in the reproduction of ruling class ideology and has thus become
what Pawley once called “hegemony’s handmaiden.”! In direct response to this issue, the
present paper outlines the critical editing approach (an intentional and non-neutral approach
built around the awareness of power, a penchant for critical literacy, a focus on desocializa-
tion, and an emphasis on self-education), which I have articulated as a way to break the grip
of hegemonic ideology; likewise, I intend for the library repository-to-Wikipedia method of
praxis to serve as a critical model that can be replicated and perfected by LIS professionals
of varying experience levels who otherwise are united by a wish to see Wikipedia achieve its
emancipatory potential.

At this point, I anticipate that the reader may be left with one major question (and one
that I have purposely held off answering until now): Why librarians? Why should the LIS
field become what is effectively the Wiki-vanguard, responsible for marching through the
institutions and spreading the word about critical editing? The answer is simple and has been
referenced several times in this article: librarians for decades have played a part in maintaining
hegemonic ideology with the pluralistic way they curate knowledge.”” Given this unfortu-
nate history, it only makes sense for the librarians and information professionals—many of
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whom are now openly dedicated to democratic and egalitarian projects like Wikipedia—to
be the ones on the digital frontlines, fighting against the reproduction of power structures by
becoming critical editors.
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