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Abstract 

Starting with the critiques of disciplinarity, I propose that academic areas be 

taught as a Deleuzian field as opposed to a discipline. Educators can actively work 

against the process of disciplining in their teaching, and this paper argues that wikis can 

be used as a Deleuzian pedagogy to subvert disciplinarity. This paper explores the 

process of canonization as a specific disciplinary site, with the sociological canon as an 

example. I share a pedagogical experience where my students used a wiki for a project 

in a classical sociological theory course. The potential of wikis, as a digital tool to 

subvert the problematic aspects of disciplines, will be drawn out. The paper concludes 

with an argument that a Deleuzian politics and pedagogy of subverting disciplinarity 

should be practiced by educators and can be facilitated by wikis. 

 

Fields of Potential 

Moving from the understanding that pedagogy is always political (Denzin, 2009; 

Giroux & Giroux, 2006), my pedagogy is shaped by my theoretical and political praxes. 

A Deleuzian digital pedagogy, like my pedagogy generally, allows students to learn 

about the structure of a discipline, but not be disciplined by it; this is the key point in this 

pedagogy. This paper explores how wikis can be used in the classroom as pedagogical 

tools to support this pedagogy. I draw on my implementation of a wiki in a classical 

sociological theory course giving students the assignment to “revamp” Marx and Engels’ 

(1847) The Communist Manifesto. This assignment will serve to start a discussion of the 

larger theoretical and political implications of such a practice. 
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A Deleuzian informed digital pedagogy can teach students to participate in a field 

of knowledge, but also to subvert the structure of disciplinarity. This is not a 

replacement for disciplinarity, for I am not proposing a denial of the way the academy 

still functions. In what follows, I argue for a practice of using digital technologies in 

teaching to facilitate subversion of and resistance to the disciplining of academic 

production. This is a pedagogy with which to explore issues of disciplinarity, taking 

disciplinarity to mean practices of regimentation, militarization and policing.   

In my view, a field of knowledge has multiple metaphoric and theoretical 

connotations that can operate alongside the disciplined academy. If this pedagogy does 

not rely on disciplinary knowledge, it must employ a different approach to knowledge. I 

argue, then, for a field theory of knowledge, which could be described through a 

Deleuzian field or plane of immanence. For Deleuze the plane of immanence is a 

boundless space without structure, only consisting of relations, movement and affects 

(Deleuze & Guattari, 1987; Deleuze, 2005). For Deleuze and Guattari this field is 

deterritorialized; there is no need for a rigid disciplined structure, or resistance to a 

structured territoralization. In this use of the concept, what would constitute an area of 

study and knowledge production is always already deterritorialized. This field of 

immanence is also not about individual subjects producing individual knowledge as 

individual authors. For Deleuze and Guattari, individuals are not central; process and 

relations are central. They state “there are only relations of movement and rest, speed 

and slowness between unformed elements...there are only haecceities, affects, 

subjectless individuations that constitute collective assemblages” (Deleuze & Guattari, 

1987, pp. 292–293). This immanent field is not about transcendence; in this Deleuzian 
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field we are not trying to get to something we don’t have, or to a place where we are not 

already, instead we realize we are in a space of potential.  

This field theory of knowledge is not a model of interdisciplinarity. 

Interdisciplinarity is not free from the problems of disciplinarity as has been highlighted 

by both Roderick Ferguson (2012) and Wendy Brown (1997). What I am suggesting is 

not that we look exclusively to a model outside discipline, but that we actively work to 

subvert disciplinarity. Students may be taught about academic disciplines, while 

encouraging them not to actually be disciplined. Disciplines, as in my field of sociology, 

are an historical and social fact with real consequences that cannot simply be refused or 

denied. To do so would elide an analysis of power and the significance of the way it 

flows. This is specifically true in the way the traditional disciplinary canons function. I am 

not proposing a refusal to teach texts that have become an important way of people 

making sense of the world. Neither am I proposing that I should not teach my students 

to which ideas a discipline refers or why specific interpretations of texts matter. A field 

theory of knowledge is not an alternative to a discipline, but a subversion of discipline.  

 

The Canon as Disciplinary Site  

In turning this idea of a field into pedagogical practice we are no longer asking 

our students to get something they lack and acquire it through transcending their current 

material or mental conditions. Instead, we are asking them to produce on a plane or 

field in which we all have what we need already, in terms of capacity to learn or 

produce. Learning to understand something is not the same thing as being told you are 

receptacle for knowledge that the teacher deposits in them. Paulo Freire (2001, p. 72) 
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makes this clear when he says “Knowledge emerges only through invention and re-

invention, through the restless, impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry, human beings 

pursue in the world, with the world, and with each other”. Inspired by Freire, I am 

proposing that alongside understanding the canonical texts, the students see the power 

dynamics that produce this and become active critics of these power dynamics.  

Giroux and Giroux (2006, p. 29) argue that “pedagogy as a critical practice 

should provide the classroom conditions that provide the knowledge, skills, and culture 

of questioning necessary for students to engage in critical dialogue with the past, 

question authority (whether sacred or secular) and its effects, struggle with ongoing 

relations of power, and prepare themselves for what it means to be critical, active 

citizens in the interrelated local, national, and global public spheres”. Giroux and 

Giroux’s argument suggest it is still significant to read the texts that constitute the 

canonical foundations of disciplines in order to draw students into a critical engagement 

with these texts. Teaching classical sociological theory classes for the past three years 

has showed me that there is much significance to learning these materials. However, in 

my ideal situation the courses on the disciplinary canon would be explicitly called 

something like “The Canon and Discipline Formation”. In these classes students would 

learn about the canonical works as well as the disciplinary formations, and how to 

interrogate them. This is already what my course is like, but is no way an official 

practice and is not recognized in the title of the course.  

Because my training and my teaching are in sociology programs, I will focus 

sociological canon formation as an example of a process of disciplining. The wiki 

assignment given to my students, discussed shortly, served as an intervention into the 
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problems of canonization. Sociology need not be seen exclusively as an academic 

discipline; yet, in the teaching of sociology it is most often presented as a disciplined set 

of theories and methodologies (Agger, 2000; Alexander, 1987; Connell, 1997; 

Steinmetz, 2005). One major way a field is disciplined is through the production of a 

canon. The canonization of the classical social theorists makes them appear as 

authorities, and esoteric ones at that. In sociology, the canonized theorists almost 

always include Karl Marx, Emile Durkheim and Max Weber (Connell, 1997), with W.E.B. 

Du Bois, Sigmund Freud and various others sometimes included depending on the 

school or instructor: my classical theory syllabus always includes those five theorists. 

The biggest hurdle for students is often that they think they cannot understand the 

concepts or theorists because they have been instilled with such an authority; most 

courses do not engage directly with the canonical authority as a site of disciplinarity. 

Within the field we must have students engage critically with the unquestioned privilege 

given to canonized classical theoretical texts as well as the privileging of certain ways of 

reading them—the ways in which these texts are read, then, still shapes the field 

(Alexander, 1987).  

R.W. Connell (1997, p. 1512) makes the argument that as the canonical texts 

represent what is sociological, “they influence what kind of discussion counts as 

sociological theory, what theoretical language sociologists are to speak in, and what 

problems are most worth speaking about.” Further, she says, that “canon,” originally 

meaning a rule or edict of the Church, overemphasizes the importance of a few great 

men, at the same time as it excludes and discredits the non-canonical. In fact, Connell 

makes a similar argument to the one that I am making in stating that “sociology can be 
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introduced to students not as a story of “great men” but as a practice shaped by the 

social relations that made it possible” (1997, p. 1547). Understanding theory as a 

practice makes it necessarily unable to be disciplined because practice is never fixed. 

The production of the canon, however, through its inclusions and exclusions, lays the 

ground for a discipline. In order for us to access the potential of knowledge production 

we can start with the challenging work of changing the conceptual spaces within which 

we produce academic work.  

 

Using Wikis In My Pedagogy 

In the summer of 2012, I implemented a wiki in my Classical Sociological Theory 

course at Hunter College in order to push myself and my students to think through these 

ideas. This project was not free of contradiction and I still continue to think through the 

implications and outcomes. I describe this wiki process, not as data to prove an 

argument, but because the process was generative for my own thinking about discipline 

and the academy, and how I may work to resist it. The wiki functioned in the classroom, 

and now in the larger space of digital pedagogy discussions as a space from which to 

play with ideas and experience the potential of wikis.  

A wiki refers both to a type of website, or the software that runs this website. It 

has three important features: one does not need to download any software to use the 

program; it is easy to use; and it is designed to support collaborative projects 

(Konieczny, 2007) through enabling multiple authors to edit the same text, though not 

simultaneously, like a proprietary platform such as Google Docs. The wiki I used in the 

class was in addition to the group blogging my students also were doing. I chose a wiki 
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in addition to the blog because it provided features not available through the blogging 

platform I was using, such as a better functionality for multiple authors to edit a single 

text. Although I gave a thorough assignment with clear criteria for grading, I was open to 

seeing how the students wanted to play with the wiki. Unlike a blog where something is 

published, the attitude behind a wiki is that there is no final text. This, in itself, is what 

makes wikis significantly different from other online tools. This is also where wikis can, 

though not necessarily, provide a specific response to disciplinarity and provide as a 

means for sustaining a field approach. The pedagogy must have student critically 

engage with the technology in a specific way. 

My attitude toward the project at the time of implementation is summed up in four 

specifically articulated outcomes given out with the initial assignment: 

• You will learn to engage with the material from where you are situated in the 

world; the theories will become relevant and you will feel a sense of ownership of 

the academic work. Ultimately you will feel like active participants in knowledge 

production, rather than passive consumers.  

• You will bring your own social problems into the academic work. Gender, 

sexuality, race and imperialism were not considered core issues in the 

sociological canon, but this project allows you to bring them in, along with any 

other issues in your lives. In this way you will produce your own contemporary 

social thought out of the classical work.  

• Through actively engaging in the question “What is the relationship between the 

individual and society?” you will understand how classical theorists address this 

question, while using the wiki process as a model for understanding the 
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complicated balance of the individual and collective. 

• You will be reading about the challenge to capitalist power structures while also 

using your own writing as a practice of subversion to the current power struggles, 

through the content of your writing but also the method of producing that writing.  

To implement these process outcomes, I bought a relevant domain and server space 

and installed MediaWiki for this project. Wikis emphasis on collaborative processes fit 

with these goals because it gives students a digital field, so to speak, to explore these 

outcomes as practices. Although I planned for the site and the project to be ongoing, the 

site is currently off line because of an unmanageable spam problem, common of wiki 

sites, and potential topic to explore in digital pedagogical discussions.  

Students—there were 21 of them—were instructed to rewrite the Communist 

Manifesto by Marx and Engels in a wiki. An excerpt of the assignment reads as follows:  

Marx and Engels’ Manifesto needs a spruced up New York City 2012 

version. Translate and re-write the language into more contemporary 

wording, in your voices, collaboratively. If you have comments about 

someone else’s changes, or about something that you would like to 

change use the discussion/talk page to start a conversation about it. 

Everyone should contribute to the talk page to be part of the discussion in 

figuring out which direction you are taking the new version of the 

manifesto. Once you are finished, collectively write a brief introduction to 

your new manifesto.  

The intent of this assignment was to allow students to learn about a canonical text, but 

not have it be seen as the final word on the subject. I am not sure that I would use this 
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wording again, or that I recommend this assignment to others. After a year I am still not 

ambivalent about the project; in many respects the project does reinforce the centrality 

of the canon, a critical part of disciplinarity. Yet, for students to have any chance at 

resisting the disciplinarity of sociology they must first know that it exists.  So the 

assignment walks the fine line between disciplining and teaching about disciplining. 

Though the initial assignment sounded like students were limited to a rewording of the 

classical text, it became obvious that there was no way to simply reword the ideas 

without changing some of the ideas. From there the class took on its own role for what 

needed to be done with very little direction from me. Though I will first focus on the 

students’ reflections on the process, what follows is focused on critical pedagogy as the 

wiki has prompted me to make a political argument about the implementation of wikis as 

a Deleuzian pedagogical tool.  

 

A Shape-Shifting Beast; Or How to Resist Disciplinarity 

The summer session was only six weeks long, but met for two hours a day, four 

days a week so we had time to discuss this assignment intensely and respond to 

concerns, often in class the next day. I quickly realized this could not be a project that 

was solely done outside of class, and so I had students come to the front of the room—

we were lucky enough to have a computer set up—and demonstrate how they would 

create a username, log-in and make edits to the text. The class collectively helped 

individual students to decide what to edit in the demonstration. We continued this 

practice daily at some point during the class time until most students had come to the 

front of the room to make additions and edit. Having had that practice students were 
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more comfortable. It is admittedly daunting to be asked to rewrite such a renowned text, 

and the first brave students to approach the assignment made very minor edits, 

switching words around and they signed their initials within the text to indicate what they 

had personally changed. This led to a second major hesitation on the students’ part: not 

only hesitating to change Marx and Engels’s words, but also not wanting to change 

other students’ words. Students eventually realized they would have to get over this fear 

in order to participate and so it resolved itself, although it is definitely something to plan 

for when doing this project again. 

At the end of the semester students wrote reflections on their user pages. I cite 

students, some with whom I am still in touch and whom were excited to participate as 

contributors to this project. They were integral in helping me develop the larger ideas of 

this paper. I am also relieved that IRB granted me an exception so that I may use their 

names as scholars, rather than having to treat them as anonymous research subjects. 

This is especially because I do not see this project or my students as my data, but as a 

practice and as participants in a practice we all shared. Liz Montesclaros, a student with 

the username “Liz” writes:  

“At first, I wasn't sure how to get started, so I just changed words here and 

there. Eventually, I took more initiative and started changing whole 

sentences, and then paragraphs. I noticed many of my classmates do the 

same thing. I think those that got involved with the Manifesto on a regular 

basis from the start really put in a lot of effort. I definitely wrestled with it. 

It's like taming a shape-shifting beast! I think one of the difficulties we 

(the class) had with the assignment is the lack of consensus on where to 
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take the document. Maybe it was a lack of communication? The talk page 

helped a bit. It would've been better if everyone participated in it regularly. 

Even better if we had the time to talk about the project in class. 

Technology can enhance communication, but I think there's still no 

substitute to face-to-face interaction.” [emphasis added] 

Many students shared the same feelings as Liz indicating that they did not know where 

to start, suggesting I could give a more specific starting point next time, and that there 

was a need to have more in class discussion of the project. They also cited issues with 

the talk page, for example another student with the username “Ezb625” had a typical 

comment:  

“On the talk page, there were a few people who voiced their very strong opinions. 

That always makes me a little uncomfortable in general because I can see both 

sides to the communist vs capitalist argument. When those strong opinions are 

repeatedly voiced, regardless of whether they have anything to do with the 

project, I just kind of shut down. Maybe this is another weakness of my own but I 

don't want to step on toes or make people mad, especially when we are all 

supposed to be working together.”  

These comments serve as an important reminder that a intervention into the kinds of 

assignments we give students cannot be confused with a task that allows unrecognized 

or interrogated structures of communication to crop up. I tried to make my students 

critical of how a structure would emerge in terms of the division of labor. These students 

were reading texts about how labor is divided in a society and the wiki served to mirror 

some larger social issues. In giving the assignment again, I would make the analysis of 
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what kind of structures emerged an even more specific part of the assignment. Though, 

it should be noted that I am not opposed to some students taking the lead on the 

project, just not permanently. Some weeks some students were more involved than 

others, some students were better at the initial edits, and others were better at pulling it 

all together. One option to consider for next time would be to a rotating leadership 

structure that is flexible, encouraging and openly acknowledged.  

Students’ two main suggestions for the project doing this assignment over a full 

semester rather than a summer semester and having individuals or groups work on 

pieces and then bring the manifesto together as a class. Even with this criticism, I would 

still reject the imposition of a “failure narrative”, which is a popular discourse in certain 

pedagogical circles (see Keramidas, 2012 and Marlow, 2012), onto this project, mainly 

because the students considered it a success, and had a lot of fun. But, I believe we 

should work to resist the fail/success binary, which can mimic processes of 

disciplinization. Additionally, what was done on the wiki cannot be measured by failure 

or success; even the grading rubric does not measure the project in these terms. Tyler 

Sampson, writing with the username “Tsampson” writes: “After fully analyzing our [wiki] 

project, I first want to say I am proud and happy with what we have accomplished as a 

class. Of course like every idea, opinion and theory there is always room for 

improvement…It's been a great time working together and I hope your future classes 

come to enjoy it as well.” Tyler’s comments reflect the process as the goal. The goal 

was not for a specific material outcome that could be gauged as singularly successful or 

not.   

Another student, using “Michaelh12” as his username, states his feelings on the 
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project:  

“I would first of all like to start off with this: With all honestly I really think the Wiki 

Idea is wonderful and great. I really do. And to give over the power of editing the 

Communist Manifesto to the class is cool. So thanks again for giving us the 

opportunity to give you some feedback about the Wiki Project :). And I hope that 

students in future semesters will not be as self-critical and will be able to take 

more initiative, utilize it and bring forth new ideas.”  

Ezb625 shared her feelings on the project as a whole:  

“When I first heard of the wiki project, I thought it was a really cool idea. I liked it 

because I thought it would get all of the class involved in an in depth analysis of 

the Communist Manifesto and also, more for my own benefit, it would give me 

more experience working with/reading older English. I have had a really hard 

time with understanding that kind of writing in the past so this project had the 

potential to strengthen a personal weakness”.  

Much of the students’ feelings are summed up in Liz’s comments: “The wiki project to 

revise The Communist Manifesto was both a wonderful and frustrating experience”. 

Describing the project as a wonderful and frustrating experience is the best response I 

could have hoped for—what better preparation for life, particularly life in the academy! 

After going through the full wiki experience, the summer students wrote this 

introduction:  

Below is a collaborative reconstruction of Karl Marx Communist Manifesto, 

by students who attended the Summer 2012 Classical Sociological 

Theory. We all have different ideas on what this document means to us in 
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our current time and what we can convert it into for show-casting [sic]. 

This is a place where we can play around, speak our minds, and get to 

know each others points of view. We all see certain trends that happen 

within capitalism and have shared some of our concerns about trends that 

are important to us. It displays our interpretation of the manifesto and 

includes our current observation of the material world. We hope that this 

revised and up to date version will help our readers better understand the 

manifesto, though as you will read, much of what was already written by 

Marx still holds true to this day, making the need to update some of his 

long-forgotten jargon that much more necessary. We think this reflects the 

differences on our political opinions, however, it is not without its flaws 

much like any theory. It was interesting to see how each student had 

difficulty rewriting the Manifesto within the class and make it flow. Though 

it was hard it did motivate us to take a step back and actually think about 

our current society and what Marx meant to convey; boy was this a 

learning experience. I think that is because we each absorbed and 

understood Marx in our own unique way. Yes I am sure we all got the 

concept of "Dialectical Materialism" ingrained and concrete in our brains, 

but the way we used and applied it to Modern Day or even with some of 

the other theorists we studied was fantastic. So this is our take. What's 

yours?  
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In the end, I think their comments about the process and their introduction proved 

to be more important than the final product—this because the learning outcomes 

were articulated as goals achieved through the process or practice not as the 

final production of a text. So that taming of the shape-shifting beast that Liz 

referred to in her reflection was never supposed to happen—nothing was 

supposed to be tamed or disciplined, but rather engaged with, played with, 

practiced.  

On the last day of class the students and I went over the learning outcomes of 

the project. Although the students did have issues with the project over the semester, 

when re-reading the outcomes there was consensus: despite the bumps along the way 

and some frustration with the open structure, they had in fact achieved those outcomes 

because they participated in the project as a digital pedagogical practice. The students 

were aware that they were subverting the canon, and they appreciated that opportunity. 

In my assessment, these outcomes were meant to measure the use of a wiki as 

pedagogical practice for subverting the structure of a course that is typically meant to 

discipline students into a fix and predetermined structure.   

In accordance with the outcomes, my measurements for grading the students 

were based around talking with all of them; half the size of a typical CUNY class, it was 

easy to get to know all of the students. Because the learning outcomes were articulated 

as goals achieved through the process or practice—and not as the final production of a 

text—it was easy to grade because I had been engaging with the students all along. All 

students received an A for the collaborative part of their grade, though some did not 

receive as high a grade for the entire project for failing to make significant individual 
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contributions. The project was supposed to have students discover that sociology is a 

field for them to play in and experiment, not a fixed body of knowledge they must be 

disciplined into understanding. In fact, if the site had not been overrun with spam the 

project would still be up and available to make further edits and further engage and new 

classes could be modifying it was well, indicating that there was no end point when the 

document would be finished, no fixed end to the practice.  

 

Digital Pedagogy as Deleuzian Intervention 

Specific digital interventions and practices, like the Communist Manifesto wiki 

project, purposefully implemented by educators can serve to illuminate the disciplining 

of a field by making very clear the processes of knowledge and discourse production. 

These practices can subvert these issues by actively drawing attention to the processes 

of disciplining and canon formation and subverting them. Once having done so students 

will have the opportunity to experience knowledge as it is being produced, and even be 

agents in its production. In this sense students become part(icipants) of the field, rather 

than learning solely about a predetermined discipline. In other words, they continually 

disrupt the idea of a determinate structure, which is a pedagogical as well as political 

goal. 

 There are political objectives to be accomplished through certain pedagogies that 

go beyond basic reasons for the implementation of digital pedagogical tools. Critical Art 

Ensemble argues in Electronic Civil Disobedience that we must reconceptualize the 

spaces in which we resist and struggle against capitalism and other forms of 

oppression. When the power of capital has shifted to the digital network, then older 
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forms of protest become less relevant. For example, blocking the entrance to a building, 

or any other action in a physical space effects little change when capital is operating as 

flows of information. They argue “these outdated methods of resistance must be refined, 

and new methods of disruption invented that attack power (non)centers on the 

electronic level” (Ensemble, 1996).  

Critical Art Ensemble shows the inadequacies of structuralist interventions, for 

example, blocking an entrance, or resisting a determined center of power, and 

highlights the needs for interventions that might attack the (non)centers of information. 

This is because capital operates outside, in, and around human bodies through flows of 

information and power—through the digital as well as organic. Seeing this kind of 

politics is especially helpful for my students who are reading Marx. This digital 

intervention is suggested by Critical Art Ensemble specifically challenges some tenets 

of classical Marxism, particularly the dialectical structure that presents a clear 

oppressing class system. Using online technology in sociology classes, where the 

content in some ways always engages with power and frequently with capitalism, can 

help teach students how to struggle in new ways where conceptions of agency and 

power have been complicated by the importance of the digital world. This can provide 

the opportunity for wikis to function as this kind of Deleuzian intervention, and was 

indeed one of the goals of my wiki project. 

 

The Potential of Wikis 

Ulises Mejias, (2011) argues that wikis engender a new understanding of the 

potential of digital media by forcing learners to rethink the way they write. One way to 
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practice a digital pedagogy that intervenes in disciplinarity is to facilitate students 

literally being able to bring their own problems into the work through wikis. This allows 

students to intervene into the ideas considered part of the canon. Connell (1997, p. 

1545) argues that we must understand the importance of “not only which writers are 

included and excluded [from the canon], but also which problems.” For example, 

gender, sexuality, race, ableism, imperialism and colonialism were not considered core 

issues in the sociological canon formation, but when certain online tools, particularly 

wikis, are brought in, students may interrogate the canonical material in ways not as 

freely accessible when only reading text in a book and writing responses or papers 

directed to the instructor.  

Terry Anderson (2008) has argued that effective learning does not happen in a 

content vacuum. He argues that each field contains its own worldview that provides its 

own way of talking about knowledge—students need to be given opportunities to 

participate in that discourse, not just be recipients of it. Stephanie Vie and Jennifer 

deWinter (2008) point out that wikis challenge the thought that ideas are a unique 

product of individual labor and cannot thus “belong” to a single person. This makes 

students confront not only the text they are reading, but also the texts that they are 

producing. However, using wikis in this way may draw the students to think critically 

about how academic work, authorship and indeed thought itself manifest themselves as 

social productions. In a discipline, students are recipients of an authorial voice’s 

knowledge—they are removed from it and must acquire an outside knowledge. In a field 

students are agents or participants, actively seeing how knowledge is not limited to one 

author’s idea, but that knowledge and power flow through them and can be shaped by 
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them and through them. This teaches students a new kind of resistance. Vie and 

deWinter (2008) argue that by challenging the authority of the single authorial voice, 

wikis call into question traditional notions of intellectual property as a market commodity. 

Single authorship is not unilaterally bad and many other parts of my students work over 

the semester is done individually. But the idea that this is the only place where ideas 

come from is the problem. I still want my students to be able to write a paper on their 

own, but to understand that even if you write something on your own it is produced 

through your relations in the world. Disciplinarity, like capitalism, masks the social 

relations of production; wikis have the potential to draw these relations out and 

educators have a responsibility to implement mechanisms that will draw this out for 

students.  

 

Failure Narratives and Wiki Assignments 

This potential of wikis is well articulated by video game journalist and English 

professor Matt Barton (2008): “Indeed, what is most exciting to me about wikis and the 

reason why I have dedicated so much of my scholarly energies toward understanding 

them is this: They are not weapons of hegemonic domination but tools of democratic 

liberation. Their power comes not from above but from below; not from publishers but 

plebeians; not from a single proud tyrant but from a thousand humble citizens”. Among 

scholars discussing wiki use in teaching there have been ample examples of wikis not 

matching the instructors’ expectations or achieving this potential; often these are 

articulated in a “failure narrative” (Barton, 2008; Keramidas, 2012; Marlow, 2012).  
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Some argue that wikis are not appropriate for all projects; for example, Barton 

(2008) argues that wikis are more appropriate for objective rather than subjective 

projects—CliffsNotes rather than literature, he says—because they don’t fit conventions 

from other genres. Barton is correct that wikis are not suitable for all projects, 

particularly projects that are still framed to privilege the authorial voice. Yet, Barton is 

too simplistic in claiming that wikis should only be used for objective projects, ironically 

undercutting his earlier point about wikis as a tool for democratic liberation. In doing so 

he reinforces a false binary between objective and subjective work. To be fair, Barton 

does note it is a problematic binary, but reifies it through a distinction between texts that 

inform (objective) and texts that persuade (subjective). Of course, there is some 

difference between “The Communist Manifesto” and a hypothetical CliffsNotes 

interpretation of it, or the more apropos Wikipedia page, but we must understand that 

none of these, nor a new manifesto as is the case in the implementation of wikis by my 

students are simply informative or persuasive. Only assigning wiki projects that 

reinforce the false dichotomy between subjective and objective may teach students 

some form of collaboration that might be good for getting jobs in late capitalist society, 

but it does nothing to subvert current power structures—we do not want to become 

mere (re)producers of problematic discourses which reinforce the status-quo. This is not 

to say that writing a page on Wikipedia is not a productive class project—but it is to say 

that it does not capture this political potential of wikis that I am proposing in this paper.  

Kimon Keramidas (2012) articulates another possibility for what he calls a “wiki 

fail” in his experience teaching at the CUNY Graduate Center in the Interactive 

Technology and Pedagogy Certificate program. He describes his experience assigning 



 22 

a wiki project where students would individually author a proposal for a course project 

and then other students would shift the goals of the project as they saw fit by editing the 

wiki. However, students were reluctant to change anything but minor points. Keramidas 

explains that the students had expectations about what type of work was valued, and 

paired with a full course load, they may have become resistant to new expectations for 

student work. He emphasizes that this is even more the case for graduate students who 

see alternative pedagogical practices devalued by their advisors and the job market and 

therefore may question the value in learning new pedagogical tools.  

Keramidas would change some specific details of the assignment if he ever gave 

it again—one thing he noted that he might change would be to assign a specific number 

of edits. However, he misses the point—the flaw in the assignment that Keramidas fails 

to recognize is that the proposals were assigned for individuals to write and for 

individuals to fulfill, with only the intervention of other students’ ideas in the form of 

changes done in a wiki. However, assigning specific edits to make to other students’ 

work does not fulfill the potential of wikis. A potentially more successful assignment 

would be for students to collaboratively write a proposal that they would then implement 

as a group. An idea along those lines would subvert the idea of individual authorship 

that is so privileged in the disciplined academy—even ironically reinforced through wiki 

assignments, like Keramidas’. 

I suggest our wiki assignments make a real intervention into how the academy, 

authorship and disciplinarity are understood. Our assignments must envision the 

potential of wikis; if the expectations of students to produce their own original project 

shift in the way we articulate assignments, there will hopefully be fewer “wiki fail” 
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articles. Wikis work best not with only objective work, as Barton suggested, but with 

truly collaborative work where individual voices are not privileged, and a different kind of 

voice emerges that is something different than just the sum of individual students’ 

conscious input. Even when this is the goal, however, “failures” in wiki assignments can 

ironically reinforce the value of individual authorship, as Jennifer Marlow (2012) explains 

after using wikis in her class for collaborative paper writing on “culture.” 

Drawing on Marlow’s writing after her self-described “wiki fail”, we should not only 

not assume that there is a “natural desire” for students to be self-interested 

individualists (homo economicus), but we must also not assume that asked to 

collaborate on a wiki that they will naturally take to the idea of the “collective good”. This 

is particularly important in sociology courses where students are taught not to take 

cultural constructions for granted or as natural states of being. Marlow suggests that it is 

the educator’s responsibility to bring these cultural tensions to the attention of the 

students through discussions around community, collective intelligence and knowledge 

production—in other words, she suggests teaching them with a digital pedagogy that 

subverts individualism by actively engaging in discussions around knowledge 

production, rather than passively hoping for this to happen. In this way, Marlow’s project 

was similar to the one implemented in my class. 

Marlow (2012) emphasizes that this is important because “students have been 

educated in an environment where the authority of knowledge is given to the person 

who ostensibly generated that knowledge originally, and they have been (mis)led into 

believing that they themselves were the ‘original’ generators of the knowledge and text 

that they posted to the wiki”. Yet, this is not the students fault; the current economy 
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relies on “knowledge as a product” (Marlow, 2012). These concerns further highlight the 

need for specific uses of wikis as intervention into disciplinarity, a practice that would 

teach students how to participate and make interventions into the network where power 

flows.  

 

Concluding Thoughts  

 Barton (2008) asks: “how can we convince our hardened students that the work 

they have so long labored to defend as ‘their own, original work’ is no longer the goal 

and that their grade now hinges on some particularly vicious variant of the despised 

‘groupthink’?” Indeed, Barton has a point. The use of wikis must not suggest that our 

students engage in a form of groupthink, through the formation of a group identity—

when teachers create a wiki, the goal is a community, not a single new identity. When 

wikis work, students can see that knowledge, including their thoughts, are a perpetual 

practice, never fixed. As the collaborative that authored Collaborative Futures argues, 

the term “group identity” obfuscates the complexity of the actual human/nonhuman 

network which is comprised of many identities within the group (Zer-Aviv et al., 2010). 

However, this only represents the potential of wikis—in practice, wikis are not 

guaranteed to produce this result, or to be a Deleuzian pedagogy that disrupts 

disciplinarity.  

Wikis can be used for countless other ends, yet I do believe they are an 

exceptional digital tool to this specific end because of the process format built into the 

technology. This shifts how we conceive of knowledge—it is not something we teach 

them, it is something we all practice together. In the case of my students’ project, the 
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wiki served as a facilitator in achieving outcomes without any student consciously 

setting out to pursue the outcome of participating in this digital practice—the students’ 

agency was directed toward trying to achieve the task of rewriting the Communist 

Manifesto. Yet, by pushing the boundaries of authorship and finality perpetuated by the 

academy and disciplinary canons, wikis have the potential to subvert disciplined and 

territorialized areas. 

Although I think the project with my students was beneficial, the point here is not 

to make a suggestion for the replication of any one project. The point is to ask ourselves 

in what ways we can prepare our students to be knowledgeable about the field, without 

forcing them into a discipline. Giroux and Giroux (2006, p. 30) state that a “critical 

pedagogy is an ethical referent and a call to action for educators, parents, students, and 

others to reclaim public education as a democratic public sphere, a place where 

teaching is not reduced to learning how either to master tests or to acquire low level 

jobs skills, but a safe space where reason, understanding, dialogue, and critical 

engagement are available to all faculty and students”. The point is that as teachers we 

have an obligation to resist and subvert the disciplinarity we are paid to instill in our 

students and to participate in ongoing discussions on how to make that possible.  
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