
Abstract: Reliable sources (newspapers, encyclopedias or scholarly monographs) are careful and critical about their own sources.  Wikipedia’s control mechanisms do not appear to approach this level of rigor. 
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As a strong supporter of the English Department's ban on Wikipedia as a source for college essays, I've been asked to respond to Mary Conway's article (see Wikipedia: Misinformation or a Relevant Classroom Resource?)criticizing the ban. I want to thank the editors of Viewpoints for this invitation, and especially to thank Mary for her thought-provoking article.

To my mind, Mary's article is an example of the kind of serious discussion of intellectual and pedagogical issues which we have far too few opportunities to pursue.

Mary casts the English Department's ban on Wikipedia as a pedagogically confining measure based on an uncritical dis​tinction between reliable and unreliable sources. Much of her article has to do with her efforts to help students who are inexperienced researchers to understand what is and is not a reliable source, and to mediate between their own, sociocultur​ally situated relation to mass media and scholarly discourse (this is my own formulation, not Mary's). Assuming that Mary and I can agree on the latter statement—that teaching our students at Community College of Philadelphia involves medi​ating between their socioculturally situated relation to mass media and scholarly discourse—I have no quarrel with what Mary says. I would also point out that our Department's ban on Wikipedia as a source in college essays does not preclude negative use of it; whether it ought to be used as a “corrob​orated” source would surely depend on the particular circum​stances. In any case, there can be no doubt from Mary’s article about the sincerity of her efforts to help students distinguish between reliable and unreliable sources.

The problem, I think, lies in the implication in some parts of Mary's essay that she doesn't accept the distinction between “mass media” and “scholarly discourse” in my preceding para​graph. She seems to treat The New York Times and web sites promoting groundless superstitions as equivalent, and seems to want to dignify this assertion of equivalence by references to “alternative sources” and “post-structural theory.” 

 Here, if I understand her meaning correctly, we disagree sharply. I think that what she seems to be doing is “essentializing” or treating in a dogmatic fashion a critical attitude toward sources, as if all sources were the same. Of course The New York Times has biases (though the concrete meaning of this would have to be carefully defined), as do authors of encyclopedia articles and scholarly monographs. They also, unlike Wikipedia entries, represent professional canons of journalism and scholarship which shouldn’t just be waved aside in fashionably relativist terms. Reliable sources (newspapers, encyclopedias or scholarly monographs) are careful and critical about their own sources, and are also "correctible", when they are wrong, by educated readers and specialist editors. Wikipedia’s control mechanisms, as I understand them, do not begin to approach this level of rigor. I believe it is both false democracy and faulty logic to claim that because reputable sources can be biased or mis​taken, no source is more reliable than another, and that there​fore Wikipedia is comparable to a legitimate encyclopedia (not to mention actual scholarly sources).

Let me give an example from my own recent experience. I’ve been doing some reading in ancient history and philosophy—subjects in which I do not have professional training, and so am ill-equipped to evaluate sources. This is all the more reason why, when I have basic questions, as I inevitably do, I would want to turn to a reliable source: an academic diction​ary of philosophy or an encyclopedia of ancient history. These aren't “scholarly” sources in a full sense of the term, but they are reliable sources— not infallible sources—of basic information on the subjects. How do I know this, not being a specialist? Just for this reason, the facts that the contrib​utors to such academic sources are specialists, who do know the territory, and that the sources are knowledgeably and re​sponsibly edited, are especially important to me. The inform​ation I get from such sources is no doubt fallible, but at least I have some assurance that it's been “sifted” and weighed by people better qualified than I am to do so. Does this reliance imply passivity and subordination on my part? Only according to a very superficial understanding of the learning process, it seems to me. In reality, learning involves a continuing dialectic of absorbing information (preferably from reliable sources) and expanding one’s own powers of understanding and analysis. This is as true for advanced as for beginning scholars.

Is this conception of scholarship elitist and inapplicable to community-college students? Only if (a) you do not think our students are capable of real scholarship, and I’m quite sure Mary Conway doesn’t take this point of view; or (b) you think the very concept of expertise is elitist, which I would characterize as “false democracy.”  I'm not sure whether Mary takes this view, but if she does we have a serious disagreement. Not all of us are philosophers or ancient historians, or motor​cycle mechanics, and when I want such expert knowledge, I go to an expert. Our students should be taught that this is basic to an educated person's relation to the world, and a necessary part of real intellectual development.

In her article, Mary misapplies, it seems to me, the dis​tinction between “deductive” and “inductive” reasoning. Relying on expert knowledge is not “deductive,” and far less is a presumption that all opinions are equally valid “inductive.” Expertise is the concretization of "inductive" reasoning; it is by processes of critically analyzing the world and sources of information that people get to be experts, and this, as Mary effectively shows in her article, is what we want to en​courage in our students.

Mary also, it seems to me, misapplies the terms “community” and “process” (surely two of the most abused words in contempor​ary English) in her references to “community-created knowledge” and teaching “the process [of research] itself.”  Everything depends, of course, on what these words mean concretely: is she referring to a community of genuinely inductive researchers, which results in legitimate expertise and reliable sources, or a fictional community of Internet users, answering finally to the needs of ideology and profit-making? Is she referring to genuine induction, a "process" of critically examining sources of information according to scholarly criteria, or to the pseudo​democratic idea that anyone’s opinion is as good as anyone else’s?  I'm afraid that her use of these terms is disturbingly ambiguous.

I'll conclude by returning to a distinction I made earlier. I believe strongly that there are important differences between mass media (including Wikipedia) and scholarly discourse, and that our work at Community College ought to be centrally about trying to help our students to orient themselves toward the latter, and away from the former. This project has both pedagogical and (in a broad sense) political implications, and requires hard work and constant ethical attention. I hope that Mary agrees with me about this project, but I’m afraid that Wiki​pedia and other common sources of pseudo-information have in​creasingly blurred this crucial distinction between mass media and scholarly discourse, and that some of what Mary says par​ticipates in this blurring. All the more reason, in my opinion, to insist on scholarship, rather than media hype, both for our​selves and for our students.

Viewpoints  volume 9, number 2   Spring 2008

