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Jonah Bossewitch, John Frankfurt, and Alexander Sherman,
with Robin D. G. Kelley

Wiki Justice, Social Ergonomics, 
and Ethical Collaborations

We don’t stop with asking what a tool does. We ask about what
kind of people we become when we use it.

—howard rheingold 

The capacity for technology to promote certain modes of behavior has long

been a topic of interest for social and cultural scholars.1 Software in particu-

lar plays an obvious role in in›uencing creativity and production, as studies

on topics ranging from word processing to PowerPoint have demonstrated.2

Theorists claim that technology and the media it brokers are “transforming

the way we know and think,” impacting our cognitive styles much like lan-

guage itself does.3

In the information age, more and more of our interpersonal communica-

tions are negotiated through the intermediaries of software. The structure

and form of the interactions suggested by these environments are important

in understanding their effect on society at large and especially within an ed-

ucational setting. Many of the communication challenges that faculty and

students encounter in the classroom resemble the communication chal-

lenges that are encountered within organizations, between organizations

and their constituents, between companies and their customers, or between

a government and its citizens.

In this essay we explore various theoretical, pedagogical, and historical

aspects of wikis, focusing on three questions as points of departure: What is

a wiki? How do you teach with a wiki? What is the point of a wiki?

Our essay begins by exploring the question, What is a wiki? Here, we pro-
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pose a model that locates wikis within the university’s pedagogy-technology

context and describes their social and other impact. Our model postulates

three layers: (1) the variety of pedagogical and technological environments a

university chooses to support; (2) the sets of rules, policies, and content

work ›ows that distinguish a social software (wikis versus blogs, forums,

tagging, etc.); and (3) the social, cognitive, emotional, and personal impacts

the engagement fosters. This model thus offers a powerful way to de‹ne and

understand wikis.

Our second question—How do you teach with a wiki?—introduces a case

study, a particular classroom implementation of a wiki, to illustrate the

model. In spring 2005, the Columbia University Center for New Media

Teaching and Learning (CCNMTL) collaborated with Professor Robin D. G.

Kelley to launch a wiki in his undergraduate course Black Movements in the

U.S. Throughout the semester, eighty students iteratively developed the con-

tent of a collaborative Web site about key social justice movements in the

United States. Addressing the curricular challenges posed by using a wiki,

we discuss why Kelley and CCNMTL selected the wiki platform, the advanced

preparations that were necessary, and strategies for monitoring and evaluat-

ing the student work in the wiki.

With the model, the case study, and other examples of collaborative com-

position, we explore the historical context and signi‹cance of the wiki as a

medium for writing in our third question, What is the point of a wiki?

Speci‹cally, how do the collaborative composition experiences of Kelley’s

students compare with notable collaborations from history? We explore the

examples of Diderot’s grand eighteenth-century communal effort, Ency-

clopédie, and Oxford’s nineteenth-century thousand-contributor dictionary

project. Has the wiki superseded these earlier techniques—can the process

of constructing a social justice wiki really promote equality? Will the wiki

earn an enduring place in the classroom, or will it go the way of blotting pa-

per and fountain pens?

In an epilogue to this essay, Kelley re›ects on the use of the wiki in his

classroom. Additionally, he offers a personal word, comparing wikis to his

expectations and prior collaborative curricular assignments and explaining

how he plans to incorporate this type of technology into his future research

and teaching.

Wiki Justice, Social Ergonomics, and Ethical Collaborations 45

This content downloaded from 
������������98.247.75.51 on Thu, 25 Jan 2024 23:19:57 +00:00������������ 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



The Model: What Is a Wiki?

Essence of Engagement

Our understanding of wikis can be enriched by looking at them in the various

pedagogical and technological landscapes/contexts in which they operate.

Generally speaking, new concepts are understood in relation to the network

of concepts that surround them.4 In keeping with this, any examination of

technologies in an educational setting also needs to take into account the

curricular goals and pedagogical strategies guiding the classroom experi-

ence. Wikis belong to a family of technologies informally labeled social soft-

ware. Members of this family include familiar applications such as blogs, fo-

rums, and social tagging. A deeper understanding of wikis and their

distinctive features emerges from studying their relationships to similar

technologies.

For example, blog and wiki software can be used to support all sorts of ac-

tivities that are not commonly associated with the activities of “blogging” or

“wikiing.” This includes activities like sharing syllabi, publishing announce-

ments, and distributing ‹les. These newer tools can also provide spaces for

discussions, similar to “traditional” mailing lists and discussion boards.

When maintained over time, these systems effectively describe a student

portfolio system.5 Some of the typical activities that these systems support

range from the bureaucratic to discussion oriented, from collaboration to

portfolios.6

The differences between these variations and approaches derive from the

types of engagement they are trying to foster. Technology should be used to

support existing educational objectives and can also serve to promote certain

styles of behavior and engagement. Thus while many educational objectives

and activities can be supported by a variety of technical devices, the selection

of a particular con‹guration may provide structure and direction and en-

courage subtly different kinds of interaction. It is therefore useful to identify

and describe environments that look super‹cially similar but are functionally

different, as well as ones that look different but are functionally equivalent.

By so doing, we will be better equipped to distinguish between raw software

functionality and the varieties of engagements they support.
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This content downloaded from 
������������98.247.75.51 on Thu, 25 Jan 2024 23:19:57 +00:00������������ 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Culture of Use: Code = Law?

Social software environments encourage particular usages, but a complete

understanding of the dynamics within these communities requires an exam-

ination of the written and unwritten policies that may be stipulated but are

often not enforced by the system. Very rigid software systems constrain the

degrees of freedom that users can exercise when communicating within

these systems. For example, the software governing modern news publica-

tions strictly distinguishes between the roles of journalists, editors, and pub-

lishers by assigning particular capabilities to each. More ›exible social soft-

ware systems might combine user abilities, and the behaviors that take shape

within these systems are best described as a social contract, ethical frame-

work, or governance structure that delineates the interactions within the

community.

Wikis are an especially poignant example of how policies affect usages,

since their ›exibility is both their greatest strength and weakness. Mark

Phillipson, as explained in his preceding essay, “Wikis in the Classroom: A

Taxonomy,” has developed a taxonomy of wiki usages, all of which can be

supported using most wiki software. The purpose that the software serves—

the essence of the engagement—is determined by the way its participants

agree to use it. Thus, in Phillipson’s illuminated wiki, the wiki software does

not prevent any user from altering the poem everyone is commenting on, but

the wiki community using this tool prescribes leaving it intact, and their cul-

ture explains and enforces this. So, the software rules allow editing, but the

social policies do not.

In most wiki environments, there are mechanisms that allow for policy to

be corrected after the fact rather than prevented from occurring in the ‹rst

place. In particular, the history and rollback feature, common in many wiki

environments, changes the necessity for strictly enforced behavioral guide-

lines—in this respect, a degree of trust is extended to all wiki participants, al-

though it is often tempered with the knowledge that all edits are preserved on

the participant’s permanent record. Only when we consider the rules em-

bodied in the software, as well as how those rules are con‹gured and com-

bined with the software’s culture of use, can we begin to appreciate the full

dynamics of these tools.
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Platonic Wikis

So far we have considered wikis as a part of the family of technologies infor-

mally labeled social software. From a technical vantage point, it is also useful to

consider wikis in relation to their software predecessor, the content manage-

ment system (CMS). A CMS is a set of processes and technologies designed

to allow users with little technical knowledge the ability to organize, review,

and publish digital content. In this respect, a wiki is also a kind of CMS

where the rules are set so that anyone can edit it—anything you can see you

can change.

All forms of social software can be described by the rules, policies, and

work ›ows that are applied to their content. In this context we are using the

term content in its most generic sense. From this perspective, articles, posts,

comments, and replies are all just pieces of content. What differentiates

these various types of content are the different rules and policies that are ap-

plied to them and the work ›ows they follow in their progression through

the system. Discussion boards support the exchange of ideas between single

authors and often do not permit the revision of a post. Wikis, on the other

hand, support the exchange of ideas with multiple authors, potentially edited

and revised over time. Rules such as these enforce who is allowed to perform

operations such as creating, editing, and publishing.

Content management systems permit their users to control and re‹ne the

rules that the software enforces and are continually expanding the types of

rules subject to adjustment. Such systems provide content administrators

and developers the ability to create tools that enforce particular combina-

tions of these rules according to the requirements of the situation. In a per-

fect CMS, which has yet to be implemented, the rules would be arbitrarily

con‹gurable, leading to the prospect of system designers who can focus

their efforts on the deliberate arrangement and orchestration of the rules

governing these environments.

To illustrate how imprecise the term wiki can be, consider “simple

wikis”—those without categories or histories. Simple wikis don’t group

posts or ideas, and users cannot see what changes have been made or who

has made them. Unlike the most common wikis today, it is hard to follow the

thread of a discussion. Whatever is on the screen is the last word. Another il-

lustration is the “despot wiki”—where the community is closed, you need to
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log in to participate, and then you can edit only your own section. These

despot wikis foster controlling behavior by the editor—limiting users, limit-

ing posts, and limiting change. Are all of these wikis?

We composed this essay in MediaWiki, the same environment used in

Robin Kelley’s course Black Movements in the U.S., our case-study class.

One of the most commonly used wiki engines, MediaWiki powers

Wikipedia. It can be con‹gured to offer complete open access or require

users to log in, with ‹le upload enabled or not. It also includes a discussion

space for each post and automatically creates a home page for every member.

The malleability of wiki software makes it very hard to pinpoint and describe

across installations. Simply referring to a software package’s name is often

not enough to specify exactly which software rules or social policies deter-

mined the online collaboration.

With this apparatus in mind, it is easier to understand and differentiate

the proliferation of systems that have emerged around these themes. Think-

ing in terms of rules, policies, and work ›ows applied to content, it is possi-

ble to de‹ne the Platonic forms of social software: for example, a Platonic

wiki can be de‹ned as an environment where everyone can see anything that

has been published, can edit anything they can see, and can easily create a

new page. Similarly, a Platonic blog can be de‹ned as an environment where

the author can create a new post, anyone can comment on an existing post,

and posts are displayed in reverse chronological order.

Currently, very few technologies aspire to implement the Platonic forms

of any of these tools. In fact, it is the variations and riffs on these forms that

are potentially the most interesting. It is pedantic to be so preoccupied with

semantics that a particular piece of software can no longer be classi‹ed as a

wiki if it supports ‹ne-grained permissioning over different areas within the

site. At the same time, identifying the ideal typical forms of these tools makes

it possible to imagine the variations in rules that might in›ect different be-

haviors among the participants. Figure 1 envisions the interplay between

these distinct, yet related, social software systems.

The social software value-space postulates a continuum of values that

software environments can directly affect by encouraging, facilitating, and

catalyzing effects of speci‹c types of engagements. The deliberate selection

of speci‹c policies to govern the environment will favor different types of in-

teractions and experiences for the users within that environment. The axes of
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Fig. 1. Social software values
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this value-space are meant to convey that these environments are capable of

imparting more than subject matter. They have the potential to in›uence the

values of the users in ways that ought to be considered by the designers of

these environments.

These variations can even be seen across deployments of the very same

piece of software and are even more pronounced as we begin to vary the de-

sign of the system. Consider the differences in dynamics between two class-

room blogging situations: Contrast a situation where each individual student

has his or her own blog versus an entire class that shares ownership and au-

thorship of a common blog. Each of these deployments would likely be situ-

ated differently within the value-space de‹ned previously. Should we expect

different degrees of autonomy, trust, and competition across these different

setups?

This is not to suggest a deterministic outcome based upon the selection of

a particular technological con‹guration. Designers of these environments

should be encouraged to deliberately consider the desired outcomes—that

is, where are the participants ideally situated within this value-space?—and

select the technology and its corresponding con‹guration accordingly. At

best the environment will stack the odds in favor of certain kinds of interac-

tions; it will not guarantee them. The obvious analogy here is to architects

who design physical spaces with the aim of encouraging mingling or en-

abling mobility and ›ow. There is no guarantee that the ‹nal project will re-

alize their intentions, but, in fact, they often do. In their essay “Disrupting

Intellectual Property: Collaboration and Resistance in Wikis,” Stephanie Vie

and Jennifer deWinter explore variations on designing and using classroom

wiki environments.

Social Interfaces: Software as Ideology

Software environments now in›uence psychology and culture in ways that

have been historically attributed to architectural works. A contributing factor

to the signi‹cance of architecture is the investment of large amounts of cap-

ital. The outcome of many building projects is determined before their de-

sign occurs—they will be built, one way or another. Similarly, the construc-

tion of software environments is often driven by requirements independent

of the ethical design considerations examined in this essay. As we write this,
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the environments that mediate communications and learning are being con-

structed. These systems are now responsible for mediating the communica-

tion between individuals, organizations, and institutions. The rules of en-

gagement are becoming set in stone or, more accurately, etched in silicon.

We ought to be conscious and deliberate about their form.

The term social interface captures the idea that software environments cre-

ate conditions for users that shape the nature of their interactions with each

other.7 Ergonomics is the study of designs intended to minimize the stress

and discomfort of usage. Good hardware designs minimize physical stress,

good user interfaces minimize cognitive stress, and good social interfaces

minimize social stress. Examples of applications that present social inter-

faces include simple communications tools such as e-mail and news readers;

social networking applications such as friendster, del.icio.us, and Flickr; and

social software applications such as forums, blogs, and wikis.

Neither user interfaces nor social interfaces are speci‹c to the digital age.

Donald Norman describes the usability of door knobs and teapots in the lan-

guage of user interfaces,8 and theoretical architecture and anthropology have

long described physical forms, spaces, and rituals in ways that could be de-

scribed as social interfaces. The prevalence and malleability of software af-

ford new media environments a degree of uniqueness, but this uniqueness is

one of quality, not kind.9

As a corollary, since writing software is a form of creative expression it fol-

lows that the individual and community values invested in the creation of a

system are almost inevitably embodied in the features that ultimately de-

scribe that system. A simple illustration of this idea is the default ability to as-

sign a Creative Commons license using the GNU General Public License Me-

diaWiki software, which would be a surprising default in an application

produced in a proprietary setting, for example, an Adobe product. Software

is now a cultural form, expressing an ideology (in this case, the importance

of the freedom of knowledge) and capturing the logic of its birthplace.

It is not surprising that wikis gestated and were born within free and open

source communities. The ecology describing a software environment’s cre-

ation is an important in›ection point when considering the values that envi-

ronment might support. This does not mean that these systems will per-

suade their users to adopt these values, but, given our previous arguments,
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they may induce modes of behavior that will in turn lead to a heightened

awareness and adjustment of perspective.

The case study we will now turn to is the story of the expansion and trans-

formation of the participant’s worldview. Technology was not the only

in›uence on this educational journey, but it was the vehicle that helped them

directly experience the living reality of the issues they were confronting.

The Case Study: How Do You Teach with a Wiki?

In spring 2005, CCNMTL launched a wiki in Professor Robin D. G. Kelley’s

undergraduate course Black Movements in the U.S. Kelley’s class examines

both historical and contemporary black activist movements for freedom, jus-

tice, equality, autonomy, and self-determination. The class explores, among

other things, how movements were formed and sustained; the social and his-

torical contexts for their emergence and demise; and the impact they might

have had on power, on participants in the movement, on the community at

large, and on a people’s vision of a liberated future. Kelley wants his class to

study activism not only as a written history but also as something that is rel-

evant and alive today. It is out of this curricular goal—to teach activism as

alive and meaningful today—that the need for a wiki for this class emerged.

Throughout the semester, Kelley required all eighty students in the

course, divided into groups of three to four, to iteratively develop the content

of a collaborative Web site about key social justice movements in New York

City. In each case, students explored the broader political vision(s) of each of

these movements (what they are trying to accomplish), the context for their

emergence, their strategies and tactics, the impact they have had on the com-

munities they serve as well as on struggles for social justice as a whole, and

the kind of support they need to sustain the work they are doing. Students

were required to interview organizers and conduct library research on the

history and current activities of the organizations for which they were re-

sponsible. The idea to use a wiki was based on Kelley’s need to have his stu-

dents work collaboratively. Additionally, because this was effectively a se-

mester-long project, Kelley needed to be able to check in and provide

feedback to the students as they were working on their projects.
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The Social Justice Movements wiki, created for this class project, was a

collaborative work space for the student teams to develop their organization

pages.10 In order to develop and implement a wiki, Kelley approached CCN-

MTL, a university resource for faculty interested in using technology in the

classroom to advance speci‹c curricular goals.11 Working with Kelley, CCN-

MTL initialized a wiki in development and production followed by a speci‹c

design skin for his class wiki. The next step was to add the initial content Kel-

ley needed before introducing the wiki to the class, including, among other

things, instructions for the class project and an alphabetical listing of the ac-

tivist organizations to be assigned to the student groups.

Following the initial work conducted by Kelley and CCNMTL, an orienta-

tion of the Social Justice Movements wiki was given to the entire class, with

the ‹rst assignment acting as a training session. Students were asked to visit

a robust wiki such as Wikipedia and spend some time navigating the site.

Following this, the students were asked to create their user page in the class

wiki. The only requirements were that their user page take advantage of

some of the basic wiki functionality: embedding an image, using various text

fonts, and creating links to both external Web sites and new pages within the

wiki. After the one week that was needed for orientation and the training as-

signment, the students began their work on their organization pages.

As a result of the painless technical demands to build a wiki page, the bur-

den on the students for this project could be content driven. Student team

members therefore had the opportunity to contribute directly and equally to

their assigned organization pages. The Social Justice Movements wiki at this

point was a password-protected site, available to the class only. The class-

only status of the wiki was meaningful, as Kelley was able to encourage the

class to use the wiki as a drafting space for their projects and not simply wait

to publish their page at the very end of the semester. The process of re-

searching and constructing the organization pages was useful to both the

student groups to collaboratively work out the ideas, information, and aes-

thetic of their pages together and to Kelley to provide feedback. Similarly,

with the history function in the wiki that allows a user to see what changes

have been made to a page and by whom, Kelley was also able to make sure

that the student groups were in fact working collaboratively. In summary,

then, there were four elements of the wiki that were especially bene‹cial for

Kelley’s assignment:
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1. The ability to introduce a new technology into the course 
with minimal technical training.

2. The ability for students to work collaboratively.
3. The ability for Kelley to provide feedback throughout the 

semester.
4. The ability for Kelley to monitor the student projects and 

ensure they were being constructed collaboratively.

Toward the end of the semester, the class met to present the latest ver-

sions of their assigned organization pages. Each organization page con-

tained information related to mission, history, membership, and current ac-

tivities, for instance, the page built for BlackOut Arts Collective, a grassroots

coalition of artists and educators working to improve minority communities

through the arts (see ‹gs. 2–3).

In addition to researching the various organizations, Kelley required the

students to propose what kind of activism the groups were primarily focused

on—for instance, arts, economics, or sexual identity. Following this, the

class as a whole had to propose these labels, associate them with each re-

spective group, and then use them as metacategories to organize the as-

signed activist organizations. It is important to reiterate that, while Kelley se-

lected the organizations at the start of the semester, he provided no labels. In

fact, the only means by which he sorted the organizations was alphabetically,

a generic taxonomy so that all assigned groups could be located by the stu-

dents while not capturing any real sense of the speci‹c activism conducted by

each group. Indeed, the kind of activism these groups are conducting was

part of the takeaway for the students. And because the categories had to ap-

ply not only to one group but to several, all eighty members of the class had

to come to an agreement on how to classify the various organizations. The la-

beling of all the organizations into categories was a critical moment in the

collective understanding of the class that each of their pages was part of one

single site.

Generally speaking, wikis are well suited for collaborative projects where

the intended outcome is a cohesive whole as opposed to a collection of inde-

pendent or loosely related ideas. (See the online version of this essay at

www.digitalculture.org for additional ‹gures.) Wikis are also a good tool for

iteratively developing ideas over time, allowing collaborators to revise and

reorganize their contributions as themes emerge. Blogging software or a dis-
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Fig. 2. BlackOut Arts Collective
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cussion board would not have allowed Kelley’s class to perform these activi-

ties, which were essential to the project as a whole.

Along with the design, training, and implementation, Kelley and CCNMTL

also developed methods to evaluate and eventually grade the wiki project.

They developed four criteria for grading: the ‹nal product; response to feed-

back; collaboration; and, ‹nally, the aesthetic of the page. The most impor-

tant criteria for grading was the quality of the content; that is, Kelley evalu-

ated each organization page like one does for the traditional print paper.

Following the content, the next criteria for grading was the extent to which

groups responded to Kelley’s feedback during the work on the project. While

Kelley did look at each organization page like a ‹nal paper, he took advan-

tage of the “Discussion” ‹eld—sometimes known as “Talk”—in the wiki to

provide students with feedback throughout the work on their project. Feed-

back on the organization pages ranged from the basic “no contact informa-

tion” to the more complicated “need to better contextualize a mission state-

ment.” Kelley’s perception of how much, or how little, students took

advantage of his feedback was factored into the ‹nal grade.

Collaboration was the next quality factored in grading the wiki. Grading

collaboration in the wiki in some ways presents the same problems as grad-

ing class participation—especially in a large class of eighty students like

Black Movements in the U.S. Kelley and CCNMTL considered quantifying

collaboration via the “History” section in the wiki, where every change is

logged, or by introducing third-party visualization tools. Finally, however, it

was decided to give a grade to the project as a whole as opposed to each indi-

vidual student. At the same time, the in-class presentations—where every

member of the student group presents his or her organization—gave a snap-

shot of the level of collaboration in the wiki.

The ‹nal quality Kelley considered when grading was the aesthetic of the

site. Given that this was an online project, Kelley encouraged the students to

take advantage of the powers of this environment when building their orga-

nization pages—for instance, posting pictures of organization members or

events, adding maps to show where the organization is located, and provid-

ing links to external relevant Web sites. Similarly, the architecture of the

site—where one clicks to ‹nd information—was also considered when grad-

ing. The students in Black Movements in the U.S. were not being trained to
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be Web masters, but Kelley wanted online pages that had a creative and in-

formed navigation as opposed to simply being a long text document. In sum-

mary, Kelley evaluated and eventually graded the wiki project on the follow-

ing criteria, in order of importance:

1. The content of each organization page.
2. The extent to which groups responded to his feedback during the

work on the project.
3. The level of collaboration in each group.
4. The aesthetic of the site as it helps one to learn about each orga-

nization.

With the work completed on the organization pages and the categories

agreed upon at the end of the spring 2005 semester, the Social Justice Move-

ments wiki was released as a public site that anyone on the Web could view.

With each organization page including a link to the respective organization’s

Web site, the Social Justice Movements wiki now serves as a portal into some

of the key social justice movements in New York City. The organization pages

in the Social Justice Movements wiki represent for some groups their ‹rst

Web presence of any kind.

Following the public release of the Social Justice Movements wiki, Kelley

has continued to introduce the wiki in other classes—including the two sem-

inars on black intellectuals that he taught in fall 2005 at Columbia and Har-

vard. Instead of focusing on organizations, as was the case in the black

movements class taught in spring 2005, the Columbia and Harvard seminars

focused on individuals. Kelley required both seminars to work collabora-

tively in the Social Justice Movements wiki space: speci‹cally, to build pages

on activist individuals and connect them to the already created categories ap-

plied for the organization pages.

The collaborative work Kelley has his students conduct on either activist

organizations or activist individuals supports one of the guiding aims of his

courses, that is, to present activism not only as a series of past events but as

living history. For the duration of a semester, Kelley asks his students to un-

dertake research and also gain practical experience by engaging with the

contemporary world of activism. With the Social Justice Movements wiki

continuing to grow as a resource on activism, which offers potential strate-

gies for social change, this particular wiki fosters an alternative online cul-
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ture leaning toward the oppositional. The public sphere of this wiki, in this

context, is de‹ned by its distance from existing social and cultural norms

that requires an active commitment and awareness of all its contributors,

thereby resulting in the potential to learn new means to express critical pub-

lic opinion. The Social Justice Movements wiki seeks to be a space that fos-

ters a mode of self-creation through membership in a media-de‹ned venue.

At the end of this essay, Kelley will discuss all the implementations as well

as future plans for the Social Justice Movements wiki. As more implementa-

tions and uses of the Social Justice Movements wiki are planned, it becomes

important to consider more not only the process entailed/generated/encour-

aged by the wiki but its products as well. What value, for instance, did the

spring 2005 version of the Social Justice Movements wiki have for the fall

2005 seminars? Another issue with the fall 2005 implementation and its fu-

ture uses concerned the role of the Social Justice Movements wiki as a public

workspace: is it a public Web site where all site pages can be accessed by any-

one online? And should all site elements be available at all times to all mem-

bers of the class? Does the growing public visibility of the Social Justice

Movements wiki—globally and in the classroom—change how students add

to and modify the site? Do the students read more critically, contemplate

more deeply, and respond and offer their own ideas more constructively?

These issues and questions are ultimately at the heart of a much larger dis-

cussion about how transformative wikis and other genres of social software

can be in both educational and popular/public contexts. Having offered a

model of and discussion about a case study for using a wiki, the next section

in this essay considers the wiki in the context of other collaborative enter-

prises such as encyclopedias and dictionaries in order to explore wikis as

spaces of process and product.

The Context and Significance: 
What Is the Point of a Wiki?

Large-scale collaborations provide rich comparisons to wikis. Encyclopedias

and dictionaries often require large-scale collaboration, and there are nu-

merous historical examples of these, even from thousands of years ago. Two
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more recent efforts, Encyclopédie and the Oxford English Dictionary (OED) are

both famous and well documented, and we will discuss both.

Each of these collaborative efforts re›ects three key elements of Kelley’s

class’s experience with wikis. First, an authority—teacher or editor—set the

scope and wrote the rules and policies of contribution but did not set the cat-

egories for organizing the information. Second, these efforts live (at least

partially) outside the ivory tower. Kelley asked his students to research, expe-

rience, and become part of the contemporary world of activism—a directive

echoing these two earlier efforts. Third, since the readers and writers belong

so closely to the same community, it is dif‹cult to distinguish author from

audience. Bear these three elements in mind as we consider the historical

precedents of Encyclopédie and the Oxford English Dictionary.

In 1745, a Parisian publisher retained two foreigners to translate an En-

glish encyclopedia into French. When it came to preselling copies, though, it

turned out they had not completed much work. The publisher tried a new

translator but still had no success. In 1747, he engaged a French duo to work

for about three years.12 Denis Diderot and Jean d’Alembert, the two new edi-

tors, sat down to look over the work and planned a signi‹cant change,

namely, the Encyclopédie. Rather than translating an English work, they

planned to collect new information from throughout France.13 Just as Kelley

did setting out with Black Movements in the U.S., identifying the research

topics, the editors sketched the entire content out thematically and then re-

cruited writers to ‹ll in the sections (for example, theology or arts and crafts)

with alphabetical articles to be chosen by the contributor. In this way, the en-

tire effort was centrally planned at the beginning. In fact, each article was

distinguished as either “O” for contributor or “*” for editor—an early form

of log-in.14

As with Kelley’s class and most wikis, the readers and the writers of the

Encyclopédie largely overlapped. In terms of raw numbers, when the ‹rst vol-

umes came out in the early 1750s, the subscribers (a large number for the

time) were hardly more numerous than the contributors and staff. In fact, it

was so large a collaboration that roughly 1 percent of Paris was contributing

to the project.15 The authors and the audience (those who subscribed) both

belonged to the literate and thinking folk of France, the salon set.16 Even the

censorious contributed—‹fteen of the more than one hundred contributors
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also worked as government censors!17 In all, more than one hundred writers

contributed 72,998 articles over twenty-six years to create the Encyclopédie.

The Encyclopédie set the tone for later collaborative works—fostering com-

munity as much as writing a document. In this case, the community was

much more formal, perhaps because eighteenth-century French society itself

was formal. After the volumes started coming out, the contributors met reg-

ularly—calling themselves Encyclopedists and meeting at Baron d’Hol-

bach’s every Thursday and Sunday. Similarly, but unusual for a wiki effort,

Kelley’s class also met regularly in person. (Writers about Wikipedia regu-

larly comment on the vibrancy of the online community.) Strong social inter-

action supports social activism. In Kelley’s class’s case, activism included

volunteering at social justice organizations. For the Encyclopedists, activism

included atheism, erotica, and other activities deemed subversive by the

French authorities of the day. In terms of activism, what better mark of ser-

vice is there than serving jail time? The Encyclopédie nevertheless hit hard

times when Diderot himself did “hard time” (albeit for the innocuous-

sounding “Letter on the Blind”).

The Oxford English Dictionary serves as another landmark in the history of

collaborative writing projects. It took some seventy years to publish the

whole ‹rst edition. The OED is the desert island book par excellence—or

rather twelve desert island books, since it was published as twelve tomes to-

taling 15,499 pages. Most dictionaries include guides to de‹nition and pro-

nunciation. But, in addition, the OED offers 1,827,306 quotes to illustrate

every meaning of 414,825 words. (“Salt,” for example, covers fourteen

columns over 6 pages—not counting “salt cote,” “salt fat,” or “salt like”—

beginning with the pre–Norman the Conqueror “Wiþ blæce, wyl eolonan on

buteran, meng wyþ sote, sealt, teoro.”)18

When the Unregistered Words Committee of the London Philological So-

ciety launched an effort to write the OED in 1857, they had a rough idea that

this would be big, so they adopted a new methodology that the Grimm broth-

ers were using—recruiting volunteers to read and ‹nd different meanings.19

In practice, the OED you read has been gathered from each of these volun-

teers—a system employing many authors, just like a wiki. Their complex in-

teractions were governed by slowly evolving rules, just as wikis and other

CMSs have speci‹c rules. In the case of the OED, volunteers submitted their

quotes of example usage of words, which were sorted by two people. (Origi-
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nally, they thought that ‹fty-four ‹ve-inch pigeon holes would hold all the

words in English—they were off by two orders of magnitude.) Then “re-

subeditors” gathered these submissions by word and by part of speech. Then

subeditors for “S” or “Q,” say, gathered these chronologically and began dis-

tinguishing de‹nitions. The editor at the top at last composed each de‹ni-

tion and submitted it for publication.

Strict policies guided each collaborator’s submissions, though the strin-

gency of enforcement varied among editors. The ‹rst editor called these poli-

cies by their Latin name, Canones Lexicographici, setting out exactly how each

volunteer should read, what centuries they should cover, even particular au-

thors that were in short supply.20 Like wiki policies, the rules guided how the

information should be structured, and they even directed how the foolscap

paper should be formatted!

By involving the eventual readers of the dictionary in its very writing, the

Unregistered Words Committee intended a more collaborative undertak-

ing.21 Thus they launched an appeal to the entire English world to con-

tribute. Two thousand appeals were distributed and reprinted in newspapers

around the world, entitled “An Appeal to the English-Speaking and English-

Reading Public to Read Books and Make Extracts.”22 In this sense, the au-

thors and audience were one and the same.23

This broad approach was so successful that the project ballooned beyond

all expectations. The contract signed with Oxford University Press in 1878

(twenty-one years into the project) stipulated ten more years of work. It took

‹fty-four more years. The contract stated seven thousand pages. The result

was sixteen thousand. They expected it to cost nine thousand pounds. It cost

three hundred thousand pounds.24 The collaboration spawned its own sort

of energy, making it dif‹cult for anyone to get his or her arms around it at the

beginning. As with many collaborations, the OED team faced the question,

When is enough enough?

In order to highlight the bene‹ts of wiki technology in general, it is prob-

ably useful to contrast the historical precedents we have described with a

wiki larger than that created by Kelley’s class. Therefore, let’s consider the

familiar case of Wikipedia.

The three collaborations resemble each other in size, namely, the number

of collaborators and articles. These are each massive undertakings, engag-

ing more people than the average person knows.25 And the expanse covered
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in each case exceeds any one person’s polymathy. The key point to under-

stand is that the wiki-based effort is not larger than its predecessors just be-

cause it is a wiki. In fact, wikis have not yet engendered collaborative writing

on a different scale than preceding technology. What they do is provide a new

answer to an old problem, just as the ballpoint pen answered the ink-to-pa-

per question differently than the fountain pen did. And even though ball-

points are a lot less effort, fountain fetishists persist with their Parkers and

Penguins. Looking to the future, we expect new collaboration technologies

to be even less effort than wikis, but a few pockets of people—for affectation

or other reasons—will likely persist with wikis.

In general, it is dif‹cult to deny that wikis are easier to use than earlier col-

laborative technologies: the wiki technology automates much of the effort

that went in to the historical oeuvres. From editor to staff to the years of com-

pilation, Wikipedia takes less effort. Most technologies today share this

ef‹ciency relative to their Enlightenment or industrial analogues. The ease of

use and low price spread wikis quickly, but as the qualitative and quantitative

comparisons to antecedents suggest, vis-à-vis collaborative tools, wikis are

not doing anything radically new.

In other ways, wikis depart radically from previous efforts, in particular in

the opportunity for ongoing revision. Consider the “Dewey Defeats Truman”

blunder in 1948. Today, a mistaken report of election results could be cor-

rected instantly. This speed not only helps accuracy but also encourages en-

gagement. Unlike other collaborations, a wiki makes it possible to hit “save

page” and see the effect of your effort right away. Speed encourages engage-

ment—quality of process and sometimes quality of the product too. Wiki ed-

itors are instant stakeholders. You see your activism.

This historical perspective echoes our earlier theoretical perspective: that

wikis are but a type of CMS—one speci‹c family of rules and policies for or-

ganizing information. Neither theory nor history distinguishes wikis from

other content systems or collaborative approaches. Our case study neverthe-

less bodes well for collaborative endeavors in general, however their content

rules and policies are de‹ned. The bene‹ts of such endeavors are precisely

those that became apparent in Kelley’s class, namely, the role of originator,

the real-world community, and the collapsing of author and audience. This

last aspect of the wiki has two interesting facets.

The ‹rst facet is that of accuracy through exhaustion: these collaborative
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efforts are collaborative precisely because they require a massive amount of

human effort. Their accuracy is judged by how exhaustively they cover the rel-

evant bases. For example, the OED sought to plumb the depths of English,

with the more citations per word the better.26

The second facet made plain by the collapse of author and audience is that

of the general audience: perhaps wiki epistemology works best when the au-

dience is general. For Diderot, his readers were his writers. The OED, believe

it or not, was also intended for the general public, not the philological few.

And Wikipedia is the ‹rst reference for generalists, not PhDs.

Viewed in historical context and in light of these notable similarities, wikis

no longer appear to be an aberration in the history of composition. They are

not revolutionary. The advantages of collaborative writing preceded wikis and

will endure long after them as well. Wikis are a great technology, but they by

no means offer a unique approach to composition. Consider for a minute the

little magnetic words many people have on their refrigerators. They approxi-

mate a surrealist game from the 1920s—taking words out of context to ‹nd

new meanings in them. The surrealists played games like exquisite corpse,

where one person writes down a de‹nite or inde‹nite article and an adjective,

the next person a noun, the third person a verb, and so on, each without look-

ing at what the previous person wrote. The ‹nal sentence often has unex-

pected meaning. “Surrealist texts obtained simultaneously by several people

writing from such to such a time in the same room, collaborative efforts . . .

brought out into the open a strange possibility of thought, which is that of its

pooling.”27 The new collaborative meaning is precisely predicated on not

reading what the others write before editing it. In this way, you discard your

personal will and meaning and succumb to a group intention.28

This brings us back to the question, Can the process of constructing a so-

cial justice wiki really promote equality? As we saw, wikis, like other collabo-

rative efforts, value the process as much as the product—the community en-

gendered is a major bene‹t of writing in them. It is not the wiki technology

per se that engenders equality but the collaborative effort on social justice

(which raises the question, Would a wiki on social injustice promote in-

equity?). When we share an endeavor, perforce we share goals. Sharing goals

and working together, we come to share values. The shared values and aspi-

rations describe a world that we, as a group, believe to be better. Thus, wiki

or no, together we make the world better.
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What is a wiki? A content management system anyone can read or
edit.

How do you teach a wiki? Set a topic and grade students on their
ability to agree on meaningful categories.

What is the point of a wiki? Instant stakeholders and a collaboration
where you see the impact of your effort.

Conclusion

The Internet, which most people are currently familiar with, is like an in‹nite

glass wall. On one side of the wall are a small number of people with mark-

ers, writing on the glass for the rest of the world to read. Wikis ful‹ll one of

the original intentions of the Web—bringing everyone to the same side of the

glass and giving them all markers. The importance of providing individuals

with this kind of autonomy and agency is exempli‹ed in the historical dis-

course around the adventure playgrounds.29

In the detritus of World War II, the children of Europe played. Adapting

the idea from the Danish junk playgrounds, the English let their kids loose

on the sites destroyed by the Blitz.30 The children played “with building ma-

terials, discarded objects and tools, and . . . buil[t] the playground according

to their own ideas and for their own pleasure.”31 With few rules, they enjoyed

building a fort one day and took just as much pleasure in destroying it the

next. Proponents of this freeform play proposed that the war had alienated

children by wresting away control of their lives and that this lack of control

was causing juvenile delinquency. Adventure playgrounds offered freeform

play, where the children were in charge. This exercise in control would en-

gender broader civic participation and agency through their young lives.

If it is permissible to compare small things to large, similarly today the

commercial wars have usurped control of the Internet. As browsers, we tread

a battle‹eld of commercials. Flashing colors pop up willy-nilly on our

screens. We are jerked from site to site. We don’t even control our own

names; anonymous corporations hoard our personal information. In the late

1990s and early 2000s, it seemed that any time you entered the Web you

checked your personal control at the log-in. We were powerless, we were
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alienated, and we were delinquent. Is it any wonder the virus epidemic broke

out so? Geeky delinquents asserted themselves, if at all, not as hollow beings

but as lost, violent souls—wreaking damage on the rest of us.

Adventure playgrounds offered children the chance to reclaim the space

around them. Wikis offer us the chance to reclaim the cyberspace around us.

Once again, as silicon citizens, we determine what is written on our screens.

Wikis offer the sense of control that the commercial wars blitzed. The best

measure of the wiki will be not the number of articles posted, the number of

edits made, or accuracy but rather civic and cyber engagement. Collaborative

projects by their nature win over those who choose to engage. If wikis suc-

cessfully engage people on civic issues like social justice, we may expect

those folks at least to promote social justice (while still disagreeing about

what it means). So the test of wikis will be, Are they easy enough to engage?

Have we found the right way to work together to improve the world?

Epilogue
Robin D. G. Kelley

In past undergraduate courses, I always required students to collaborate on

projects. Usually these collaborations took the form of classroom presenta-

tions of collective research or collections of primary documents relevant to

the class that students organize, edit, and introduce in the form of a collabo-

rative essay. But for Black Movements in the U.S., I decided to try something

new: to turn what would have been classroom presentations into a perma-

nent Web site focused on a movement for social justice. Initially, I envisioned

these sites in HTML language and went to CCNMTL to show them how to

build it. It was at that initial meeting with John Frankfurt and Jonah Bosse-

witch that I was introduced to the wiki.

Of the eighty-plus students in my course, very few were computer savvy.

Indeed, many of the students considered themselves activists and were very

hesitant when I announced that they would be building Web sites. Only three

or four students in the entire class were familiar with HTML language and

had had some experience creating Web sites, and fewer than ten had even

heard of a wiki. Nevertheless, I learned some of the basics and introduced the
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basic syntax to the students. In addition, both John and Jonah visited the

class and gave a brief but thorough presentation on the wiki. The students’

‹rst assignment was to create a personal page on the wiki site—a short auto-

biography along with photos and internal and/or external links that might be

relevant. This assignment allowed students to become comfortable with the

syntax, and very soon they were up to speed in terms of loading images and

text and creating links to their own site or between sites under construction.

The wiki turned out to be the best teaching tool I’ve ever used. Not only

did students conduct substantial library research, but the visual and audio re-

quirements of the site compelled them to search for multimedia sources.

They also had to write entries and essays about their subject matter for a pub-

lic audience rather than for a professor or a teaching assistant. Thus they

could not take anything for granted and had to create prose that ‹lled in all

the gaps in knowledge. More important, they had to create more internal and

external links to names, concepts, and historical events with which few gen-

eral readers would be familiar. Providing links to de‹nitions, descriptions,

and contextual information was much better than simply listing a source or a

footnote.

Finally, the collaborative nature of the project compelled students to make

links to other groups. For example, at least three groups were working on

movements attempting to dismantle the prison system. It soon became clear

that certain terms were used commonly by all organizations involved, most

notably, prison industrial complex (PIC). Rather than create three different

de‹nitions of PIC, students from three different groups decided to write one

de‹nition to which all three groups might be linked.

I was especially pleased with the way in which these projects affected the

activist community at large. In some cases, the organizations for which stu-

dents created wiki pages had no Web sites. The wiki sites became their por-

tal to the world. The members of these various social justice organizations

became very interested in using the sites, and they, too, began to learn the

wiki syntax. They wanted to use the wiki as an active site where they could

add announcements for forthcoming events and possibly create space for

discussion. Activists were especially drawn to the user-friendly nature of the

wiki because they did not want to become dependent on a Web master or

Web designer to create a site they could not change or alter on their own.

I am now teaching at the University of Southern California (USC), and my
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colleagues and some of the students I have met at USC are already talking

about the Social Justice Movements wiki. I’m hoping to continue building

the project, ‹rst by focusing on local Los Angeles activist organizations and

taking advantage of students’ knowledge of the city. I plan to have students

add on to the existing site. One possible outcome is that USC students might

be inspired to work with the Columbia and Harvard students who have al-

ready contributed to the site, not to mention the possibilities of collaboration

across various social justice movements.

NOTES

The quotation at the beginning of the essay is from Howard Rheingold, “Rheingold’s
Rants,” July 4, 1998, http://www.rheingold.com/rants/ (accessed June 13, 2005).

Editors’ note: Encyclopédie represented the work of more than 1,000 contributors, to
write 72,998 entries, with the effort of 21 editors, and took from 6 to 26 years to pub-
lish. The OED of 1878 represented the work of 1,000 contributors, to write 414,000 en-
tries, under the supervision of approximately 1,000 editors, and took 71 years to pub-
lish. Wikipedia is an ongoing work of more than 15,000 contributors, to write more
than 960,000 entries, under the supervision of about 502 editors, and is published con-
tinuously. This same information is presented as a table in the online version of this es-
say at http://www.digitalculture.org .

1. Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extension of Man (New York: Signet
Books, 1964).

2. Edward R. Tufte, The Cognitive Style of Power Point: Pitching out Corrupts Within. 2d
ed. (Cheshire, CT: Graphics Press, 2006).

3. Michael H. Heim, “Heidegger and McLuhan and the Essence of Virtual Reality,”
in Philosophy of Technology: The Technological Condition: An Anthology, ed. Robert C. Scharff
and Val Dusek (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 2003), 539–55.

4. “So in what direction will one discover the path that leads to the statesman? For
we must discover it, and after having separated it from the rest we must impress one
character on it; and having sampled a single different form on the other turnings we
must make our mind think of all kinds of knowledge as being two forms.” Plato, States-
man, ed. and trans. C. J. Rowe (Warminster, UK: Aris & Phillips, 1995), 258c.

5. A number of colleges are beginning to experiment with schoolwide student
blogging solutions; a blog that students use for assignments for the duration of their
college career effectively becomes a portfolio of their work.

6. From this perspective, course management systems are actually subsets of con-
tent management systems. Popular, general purpose, open source course/content sys-
tems include Plone, Drupal, Joomla, Sakai, Moodle, and others.

7. Joel Spolsky, “It’s Not Just Usability,” Joel on Software, September 6, 2004,
http://www.joelonsoftware.com/articles/NotJustUsability.html (accessed June 13,
2005).

8. Donald Norman, The Design of Everyday Things (New York: Basic Books, 1988).
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15. Ibid., 58–79.
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