10-Week Seminar Outline

Words as Weapons: Wikipedia, Cultural Heritage, and the Politics of Digital
Erasure

Week 1 — Wikipedia is not Neutral: Open Knowledge and Power

The opening session introduces Wikipedia as one of the most influential knowledge
infrastructures of the twenty-first century. Although Wikipedia is often described as open,
collaborative, and neutral, its rules and editorial practices are shaped by social, political,
linguistic, and institutional inequalities. We will examine how principles such as neutrality,
verifiability, and reliable sourcing can function both as safeguards against misinformation and
as mechanisms that reproduce existing power structures. The session will frame Wikipedia as
a public arena in which authority is constantly negotiated: who is allowed to define a cultural
object, a historical event, a community, or a place? Whose sources count as reliable? Whose
memory is visible, and whose is treated as marginal or insufficiently documented? Participants
will be invited to think critically about why Wikipedia has become such an important site for
struggles over public memory and cultural legitimacy.

Key questions:

e What does “neutrality” mean on a platform shaped by unequal access to archives,
institutions, languages, and publishing systems?

e How can Wikipedia’s own rules protect knowledge while also enabling exclusion?

e Why do conflicts over heritage and identity often appear as conflicts over wording?

Suggested readings:

e Joseph Reagle, Good Faith Collaboration, Introduction, selected pages.

e Wikipedia, “Neutral Point of View” policy page, selected excerpts.

o Wikipedia, “Verifiability” policy page, selected excerpts.

e Heather Ford, Writing the Revolution: Wikipedia and the Survival of Facts in the
Digital Age, selected pages.

Week 2 — Cultural Heritage as a Battlefield of Memory

This session examines cultural heritage as a field of political struggle rather than a neutral
inheritance from the past. Monuments, inscriptions, religious sites, museums, cemeteries,
archives, and place names often serve as evidence in competing claims over territory, identity,
and historical legitimacy.

We will discuss how heritage can be used to affirm belonging, but also how it can be
appropriated, renamed, destroyed, or detached from the communities that created or preserved
it. The session introduces cultural heritage as both material and discursive: heritage exists in
buildings, objects, and landscapes, but also in names, descriptions, categories, captions,
metadata, and search results.

The session introduces key concepts from heritage studies and memory studies, preparing
participants to understand why digital representations of heritage can become so contested.



When an article changes the name of a monument, removes a community attribution, alters
chronology, or replaces a culturally specific term with a broader label, the change may appear
minor — but its cumulative effect can reshape public memory.

Key questions:

e How does cultural heritage become evidence in political and historical disputes?

e What is the relationship between material heritage and digital representation?

e How can a change in terminology affect public understanding of ownership, origin, or
belonging?

Suggested readings:

o Laurajane Smith, Uses of Heritage, selected pages from Introduction.
e Lynn Meskell, 4 Future in Ruins, selected pages.

e UNESCO, short excerpt on heritage protection in conflict.

e Aleida Assmann, selected excerpt on cultural memory and the archive.

Week 3 — How Digital Erasure Happens: Edits, Deletions, Renaming

This week focuses on the concrete mechanisms by which digital erasure and distortion occur
on Wikipedia. Rather than treating manipulation only as false information, we will examine
more subtle practices: changing article titles, removing sources, reframing historical narratives,
challenging notability, initiating deletion discussions, and using talk pages to normalize
particular interpretations.

Participants will learn how to read edit histories and discussion pages as evidence of conflict
over knowledge. The session shows that erasure is often procedural and cumulative: it may
happen through many small edits that gradually transform how a person, place, community, or
monument is understood.

Special attention will be given to the difference between factual falsification and discursive
manipulation. A Wikipedia article may contain technically accurate statements while still
producing a distorted picture through selective emphasis, omission, euphemism, or
terminological substitution.

Key questions:

e How can digital erasure happen without obvious falsehood?

e What can edit histories reveal that the final article text conceals?

e How do deletion debates, source challenges, and naming disputes become tools of
cultural power?

Suggested readings:

o Wikipedia, “Deletion policy,” selected excerpts.

o Wikipedia, “Article titles,” selected excerpts.

o Taha Yasseri et al., article on edit wars in Wikipedia, selected pages.

o Selected Wikipedia edit-history and talk-page excerpts prepared by the seminar leaders.



Week 4 - Reading Wikipedia Linguistically: Corpus Methods and
Terminological Analysis for Non-Specialists

This session introduces the methodological core of the seminar: how language analysis can
help reveal patterns of cultural manipulation. Designed for participants without technical
training, the session explains the basic principles of corpus linguistics, terminology studies,
and discourse analysis in accessible terms.

We will examine how repeated word choices, collocations, naming conventions, category
labels, and terminological substitutions shape the representation of cultural heritage.
Participants will learn how scholars identify patterns such as semantic softening, lexical
replacement, evaluative framing, and the disappearance of culturally specific vocabulary.

The session will also demonstrate how simple corpus-based questions can be applied to
Wikipedia materials: Which terms appear repeatedly? Which terms disappear over time? What
words cluster around a contested place, community, or monument? How does the terminology
of one language version differ from another?

Key questions:

e How can linguistic methods make invisible patterns of manipulation visible?

o What is the difference between a single biased phrase and a systematic pattern of lexical
change?

e How can corpus linguistics and terminology studies serve public accountability?

Suggested readings:

e Tony McEnery and Andrew Hardie, Corpus Linguistics: Method, Theory and Practice,
selected introductory pages.

e Maria Teresa Cabré, selected excerpt on terminology and specialized knowledge.

o Paul Baker, selected excerpt on corpus-assisted discourse analysis.

e Short handout prepared by the seminar leaders: “How to Read Wikipedia as Data.”

Week 5 — Cultural Heritage in Conflict-Affected Regions: Naming, Attribution,
and Ownership

This session examines how cultural heritage is represented in contexts of war, occupation,
displacement, territorial dispute, and contested sovereignty. We will compare examples from
Ukraine and the South Caucasus with additional comparative references where useful. The
focus will be on patterns rather than partisan argument: how digital descriptions of heritage
sites change when communities, territories, languages, or historical narratives are under
pressure.

We will analyze how monuments, religious buildings, cemeteries, inscriptions, museums,
archaeological sites, and architectural ensembles are digitally reframed through naming,
attribution, chronology, categorization, and selective citation. The aim is not to identify
recurring patterns: heritage sites being detached from minority communities, rewritten as
belonging to dominant national narratives, presented through softened language, or described
in ways that obscure destruction, displacement, or contested ownership.



Participants will also consider the ethical responsibilities of scholars working with conflict-
related digital evidence: how to document manipulation without exposing vulnerable
communities or simplifying complex histories.

Key questions:

e How do naming and attribution shape perceptions of heritage ownership?

o What happens when cultural heritage is digitally detached from the communities that
created or preserved it?

o How can comparative analysis help us see recurring patterns across different regions?

Suggested readings:

o Selected Wikipedia article and talk-page excerpts on a contested heritage site.

o Selected short texts on heritage protection and documentation in conflict-affected
regions.

o Case materials prepared by the seminar leaders from Ukraine and the South Caucasus.

Week 6 — War, Language, and Digital Memory

This week turns to the relationship between war, language, and historical memory in digital
space. Armed conflict often intensifies disputes over place names, historical figures,
monuments, national narratives, and linguistic identity. Wikipedia articles may become arenas
where competing versions of history are negotiated, challenged, or imposed.

We will examine how language choice, translation, naming conventions, and source selection
influence the representation of war and cultural memory. The session will show how
terminology can either preserve historical specificity or dilute it. For example, shifts from
precise legal, cultural, or historical terms to broader neutral-sounding labels may affect how
readers understand responsibility, agency, and cultural loss.

Examples may include Ukraine, the Balkans, the South Caucasus, the Middle East, or other
conflict-affected regions. The session encourages participants to see language not simply as a
medium of description, but as a political tool in the construction of digital memory.

Key questions:

o How does war change the language of public memory?

e Why do disputes over names, categories, and translations matter?

o How can Wikipedia articles participate in the construction or weakening of historical
memory?

Suggested readings:
o Serhii Plokhy, selected pages on Ukraine and historical memory.
o Selected Wikipedia article and talk-page excerpts on a war-related memory topic.

o Astrid Erll, selected excerpt on memory in culture.
o Short comparative case packet prepared by the seminar leaders.

Week 7 — Gendered Erasure: Women, Notability, and Digital Visibility



This session addresses the gendered dimensions of digital visibility. Women scholars, artists,
activists, political figures, and historical actors are often underrepresented on Wikipedia or
subjected to stricter scrutiny through notability debates and source requirements. We will
examine how structural inequalities in publishing, archives, media coverage, and academic
recognition affect whether women are considered “notable” enough to be represented.

The session also introduces feminist approaches to knowledge production, asking how
supposedly neutral editorial rules may reproduce gendered exclusions. Participants will
consider how gendered erasure operates not only through the absence of articles, but also
through article framing, biographical emphasis, categorization, and the disproportionate
questioning of expertise or significance.

Participants will consider how initiatives such as edit-a-thons and feminist digital humanities
projects respond to these gaps.

Key questions:

o How do notability rules interact with historical inequalities in archives and publishing?

e Why are women and gender-marginalized figures often more vulnerable to deletion or
minimization?

e What can feminist digital humanities contribute to knowledge repair?

Suggested readings:

o Sian Evans et al., “Editing for Equality: The Outcomes of the Art+Feminism Wikipedia
Edit-a-thons,” selected pages.

e Donna Haraway, “Situated Knowledges,” selected excerpt.

o Wikipedia, “Notability,” selected excerpts.

e Selected examples of gender-related Wikipedia notability discussions.

Week 8 — Diaspora, Minority Memory, and the Limits of “Reliable Sources”

This session focuses on communities whose histories are dispersed across borders, languages,
institutions, and generations. Diaspora communities, stateless peoples, Indigenous
communities, refugees, and endangered heritage groups often preserve memory through oral
history, family archives, community publications, religious institutions, or fragile local records.

Yet Wikipedia’s reliance on published and institutionally recognized “reliable sources” can
make such knowledge difficult to include. We will examine how source hierarchies can
unintentionally reproduce archival inequality and silence communities whose histories have
already been marginalized.

The session will ask a central ethical question: how can open knowledge platforms protect
against misinformation while also avoiding the exclusion of communities whose histories were
never fully preserved by dominant institutions? Participants will think about alternative
documentation practices and the challenges of making vulnerable knowledge visible without
appropriating it or exposing communities to harm.

Key questions:



e When does “reliable sourcing” become a barrier to marginalized memory?

o How do archives, language hierarchies, and institutional recognition shape Wikipedia
visibility?

e What ethical responsibilities arise when documenting vulnerable heritage online?

Suggested readings:

e Michel-Rolph Trouillot, Silencing the Past, selected pages.

e Miranda Fricker, Epistemic Injustice, selected pages.

o Selected diaspora, Indigenous, or minority heritage article/talk-page excerpts.
e Roopika Risam, selected excerpt on postcolonial digital humanities.

Week 9 — From Wikipedia to AI: How Contested Knowledge Travels

This week examines what happens when Wikipedia content moves beyond the platform itself.
Wikipedia is widely reused by search engines, knowledge panels, educational resources, digital
assistants, and Al systems. As a result, biased, incomplete, or manipulated content may be
amplified and presented to users as neutral knowledge.

We will discuss how digital infrastructures create chains of authority, where a contested
Wikipedia article can influence what appears in search results, classroom materials, automated
summaries, or machine-generated answers. The session will connect Wikipedia manipulation
to broader questions of data extraction, algorithmic authority, and the circulation of cultural
narratives across platforms.

Participants will consider why small changes in Wikipedia can have large consequences once
they are absorbed into larger information ecosystems. The session will also introduce the idea
of “downstream harm”: the possibility that manipulated or incomplete digital knowledge
becomes harder to correct once it is copied, indexed, summarized, or reused by automated
systems.

Key questions:

e How does Wikipedia content travel into other digital systems?

e Why can manipulated knowledge become more powerful after it leaves Wikipedia?

e What are the risks when Al systems reproduce contested cultural narratives without
context?

Suggested readings:

o Safiya Umoja Noble, Algorithms of Oppression, selected pages.

o Kate Crawford, Atlas of A, selected pages.

o Short article or excerpt on Wikipedia as a source for Al and search systems.

o Selected examples of Wikipedia-derived knowledge in search, knowledge panels, or
automated summaries.

Week 10 — Digital Resistance: Repair, Documentation, and Knowledge Justice

The final session focuses on strategies for resisting digital erasure and repairing damaged
knowledge systems. We will discuss practical and ethical responses, including edit-a-thons,



community archives, multilingual documentation, heritage databases, digital preservation
projects, counter-mapping, open datasets, and collaborations between scholars, activists,
cultural institutions, and affected communities.

Participants will reflect on the limits and possibilities of platform-based repair. Can Wikipedia
be repaired from within? When are external archives, community-controlled databases, or
alternative digital infrastructures necessary? What does responsible intervention look like when
cultural heritage is politically contested or communities are at risk?

The seminar concludes by asking what knowledge justice might mean in practice: not simply
adding missing information, but changing the structures that determine whose memory
becomes visible, credible, and preserved. The final discussion will invite participants to
identify transferable skills from the seminar — critical reading, terminological awareness,
source evaluation, edit-history analysis, and recognition of discursive manipulation — and apply
them beyond Wikipedia to social media, news coverage, educational materials, museum
discourse, and Al-generated content.

Key questions:

o What forms of digital repair are possible on Wikipedia, and what are their limits?
e How can scholars and communities document contested heritage ethically?
e What would knowledge justice look like in digital public culture?

Suggested readings:

e Roopika Risam, New Digital Worlds, selected pages.

e Marisa Duarte, Network Sovereignty, selected pages.

o Kim Gallon, selected excerpt on Black digital humanities and recovery work.
o Final reflection packet prepared by the seminar leaders.



