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Abstract

Purpose — Throughout the years, many scholarly answers were given to the question regarding the gender
bias in Wikipedia. However, the research literature seldom explores how different barriers are interconnected
and rarely focuses on what prevents women who initially declared their interest from eventually participating
in the website. The purpose of this paper is to deal with this lacuna and explore the gender bias in Wikipedia
through examining how the different barriers are interlinked in a manner that deters women and prevents
them from editing in the website.

Design/methodology/approach — Based on action research with a mixed evaluation method and
two rounds of interviews, the research followed the steps of 27 Israeli women activists who participated in
editing workshops.

Findings — The findings show that having the will to edit and the knowledge of how to edit are necessary but
insufficient conditions for women to participate in Wikipedia. The finding reveals two categories: pre-editing
barriers of negative reputation, lack of recognition, anonymity and fear of being erased; and post-editing
barriers of experiences of rejection, alienation, lack of time and profit and ownership of knowledge.
The research suggests a “Vicious Circle” model, displaying how the five layers of negative reputation,
anonymity, fear, alienation and rejection — enhance each other, in a manner that deters women from
contributing to the website.

Practical implications — In order for more women to join Wikipedia, the research offers the implantation of
a “Virtuous Circle” that consists of nonymity, connection to social media, inclusionist policy, soft deletion and
red-flagging harassments.

Originality/value — Throughout the years, many answers were given to the question regarding the gender
bias in Wikipedia. However, research literature seldom explores how different barriers are interconnected and
rarely focuses on what prevents women who initially declared their interest and who attended editing
workshops from eventually participating in the website. The current research has taken upon itself to deal
with this lacuna and explores the power-relations in Wikipedia through three questions: first, why an
educational intervention did not increase participation? Second, how the different barriers described by
research group members are interconnected and enhance each other in a manner that prevents women from
editing on the website? and third how can the gap be narrowed?

Keywords Diversity, Organizational climate, Knowledge, Gender bias, Wikipedia, Gender gap,
Power-relations, The digital sphere
Paper type General review

Introduction

In the years 2011-2012, I engaged in an elaborate interdisciplinary research that was set to
examine the ability of Israeli women to use online activity as a tool for becoming more
influential. The aim was to explore the web’s potential to function as an alternative public
sphere; a place where women’s voices can easily be enhanced while challenging
conventional practices of excluding and silencing them in traditional media[1]. This, in
accordance with techno-utopian approaches, which view new-media with its lack of official

The author would like to thank Orly Benjamin, Héléne Lee-Gosselin, Josette Brun, Francine Descarries,
Marilee Reimer and Peter Weeks for their reading of the text and their helpful remarks.

Strangers in a
seemingly
open-to-all

website

C

Equality, Diversity and Inclusion:
An International Journal

© Emerald Publishing Limited
20407149

DOI 10.1108/EDI-10-2018-0198



EDI

gatekeepers and limitless digital space, as an ideal place for enhancing the participation of
women and minority groups in public discourse (Castells, 1998; Mitra, 2001).

Iinterviewed 31 women activists and asked them about their road to finding their voices.
In total, 27 of them fully participated in one of two weekly workshops on four main online
platforms: Wikipedia, Twitter, Facebook and Blog. A second round of interviews was
conducted a few months after the workshops ended and the participants were asked about
their experiences online. I followed the data posted and the participants’ progress from 2012
to February 2018.

One of the aims of the research was to find out if Wikipedia would prove to be a suitable
platform in which research group members would be able to participate in the production of
knowledge. However, during the workshops and afterword, most of the women chose not to
participate in the website. When research group members were asked about each of the
online platforms taught during the workshop, the experiences described in relation to
Wikipedia were considerably negative; not only that most of the participants did not find in
it a source for strengthening their voices, but the experience in Wikipedia weakened many
of them and was mainly described in terms of alienation, strangeness, feelings of
incapability and exposure to criticism and unpleasant discourse.

These findings coincide with the recurrent gender gap that exists in the website, in Israel
as well as in many other countries (Lam et al, 2011; Collier and Bear, 2012; Glott et al., 2010).
Throughout the years, many answers were given to the question regarding the gender bias
in Wikipedia (Gardner, 2011). However, the research literature seldom explores how
different barriers are interconnected and rarely focuses on what prevents women who
initially declared their interest and who attended editing workshops from eventually
participating in the website. The current research deals with this lacuna and explores the
gender bias in Wikipedia through three questions: first, why the claim that an “educational
interventions can matter to increasing participation” (Hargittai and Shaw, 2015) did not
prove accurate, among research group members, who despite showing an initial will did not
become constant contributors after undergoing numerous editing workshops with expert
Wikipedians? Second, how the different barriers described by research group members are
connected in a manner that deters women and prevents them from editing in the website?
Third, how can the gap be narrowed?

Research review
Wikipedia, the free online multilingual encyclopedia, functions as a form of a public space in
which contributors around the world write collaboratively and voluntarily for numerous
reasons. According to Coleman et al. (2009) these reasons include: altruism; professional or
personal interest; intellectual stimulation; improvement of a common and shared resource;
becoming part of a larger virtual community; enhanced personal reputation through the
gained trust and respect by Wikipedian peers; outlet for creativity, self-expression; and pride
of place — whereas adding information puts one’s establishment or interest “on the map.”
Studies focusing exclusively on women display similar results. For instance, a research
conducted by Menking and Erickson (2015) who interviewed 20 women Wikipedians shows
the following motives: self-expression; a sense of fulfillment; a positive feedback from
people; a sense of accomplishment and a positive reputation in the local offline community.
Focusing on three women, Gruwell (2015) portrays somewhat similar reasons, that include:
identification with Wikipedia’s ideological mission of allowing free knowledge to everyone;
involvement with the community, and writing articles related to political and social agenda.
However, in both studies, the women interviewed often described having to pay additional
prices, of what can be considered as emotional labor; in addition, many of the women
reported stopping or avoiding certain kinds of contributions because of the manner in which
they were treated (Gruwell, 2015; Menking and Erickson, 2015).



As Reagle and Rhue (2011) claim, in spite of the meritocratic ethos of equal rights
volunteering, the gender imbalance did not subside, but grew over the years. This data
correspond with a Wikipedia survey (Glott ef al, 2010) showing significant differences in the
gender composition of contributors of Wikipedia among respondents. Whereas males took a
substantially larger share of contributors, female contributors consisted only of 12.64 percent.
Moreover, research finds that the average percentage of reverted edit of females is
significantly higher than that for male (Lam et @, 2011); additional findings estimate that
between 84 and 91 percent of editors are male (Paling, 2015). In global terms, the gap ranges
between 8.5 and 16 percent (Buchem et al, 2014). In Hebrew Wikipedia, the recorded number of
female editors ranges between 15 and 19.9 percent (Bayer, 2015; Wikimedia Foundation, 2015).

Through the years, various causes were given to the question relating to the existence of
the gender bias; however, these reasons are often shown independently, leaving out the
manner in which they might be interrelated. In addition, these causes, at times, place the
blame for the gender gap on the differences between the sexes, and not on the site’s
organizational climate and code. For instance, Collier and Bear (2012), who point to three
separate reasons for the gender gap, first argue that women tend to avoid conflicts at a
higher level than men, and will prefer not to participate in a platform characterized by
“editing wars” and bitter arguments over points of view and levels of accuracy. Second, they
claim that women and men obtain a different level of confidence in regard to their
knowledge and expertise on subjects, and male Wikipedians are more confident to publicly
ascertain their views. Third, they assert that as women prefer to collaborate and are more
sensitive to criticism, they are less likely to appreciate participation in a website based on
editing and deleting other’s works.

Not showing how different causes might be interconnected mark the work of Gardner
(2011) as well. Based on various public quotes of women, Gardner points to nine reasons for
the gender gap in Wikipedia: first, an interface which is not user-friendly. Second, lack of
time. Third, women lacked the self-confidence to edit in Wikipedia. Fourth, the editing war
culture does not agree with some women who are conflict-averse. Fifth, some women do not
edit in Wikipedia because they are likely to experience reverted editing or be deleted. Sixth,
some women find Wikipedia’s overall atmosphere to be misogynist and prefer to stay away
from it. Seventh, for some women, Wikipedia’s culture is sexual in an off-putting way.
Eighth, in countries without gender-neutral language, some women find being addressed by
Wikipedia as male is off-putting. Finally, some women prefer websites which give more
room to social relationships and a welcoming tone than Wikipedia.

While these outlooks are of importance, they enhance the research question of how
different barriers are interconnected and on how the gap can be reduced. Furthermore, in
order to understand the gender gap, it is essential to view critics who analyze the
power-relations that undermine the ethos of equality in the website. Looking at the manner in
which knowledge is organized in Wikipedia, Oz (2009) shows a map of the conversation pages
as places in which hidden hierarchies and lack of transparency among decision-makers exist;
this in contrast to the allegedly open policy of the website. The power of administrators within
the platform was also noted by Auerbach (2014) who finds that one of the reasons Wikipedia
has become sexist and elitist is that “administrators tend to protect those they know and those
with whom they agree while disciplining unfamiliar editors and ideological opponents.” Ford
and Wajcman (2017) argue that the gender bias is related to male norms and mechanisms
within the infrastructure. These include content policies, software and the legalistic
framework of operation. In order to promote change, the whole outlook on knowledge
production must change allowing alternate knowledge, reduction in technical barriers and
managing the complexity of Wikipedia’s policies.

The hidden power structure manifests itself not only in the paucity of Wikipedia female
editors but also in content coverage. This is apparent as subjects related to men gain more
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detailed articles in comparison to articles related to women and only 17 percent of
Wikipedia’s biographies are about women (Cohen, 2011; Kleeman, 2015; Khan, 2018).
Research indicates that women are portrayed starkly different from the way men are
portrayed in articles about known figures; this, through the overuse of words relating to
gender and family (Wagner ef al, 2015). Furthermore, articles on women are more likely to
have their importance questioned and their pages marked for speedy deletion (Kramer,
2018)[2]. The gender power-relations in the website also manifests itself in that only a
certain type of “objective” knowledge is considered acceptable; this occurs while particular
subjective knowledge derived from the embodied positions of women and feminist writings
remains excluded (Gruwell, 2015).

The politics of knowledge and power in the website is also related to the issue of
anonymity and lack of open ownership resulting in knowledge unconnected to individual
sources (Lanier, 2006). The fact that Wikipedians often recognize one another and claim
ownership of the articles they wrote (Forte and Amy, 2005) does not mean that they use
their real names and that they are recognizable to newcomers to the site. It is important to
note, that while the possibility of anonymity offered by computer-mediated communication
presented a great hope for gender equality in the early days of the net (Haraway, 1991),
research shows that it has failed to meet these expectations (Postmes and Spears, 2001;
Herring and Stoerger, 2014).

Moreover, the topic of covert power- -relations within a seemingly open-to-all online
structure that allows anonym1ty is closely connected to acts of harassments and
cyberbullying. This happens since in anonymous environments, users do not have to carry
the responsibility of overt identity; thus, they can become un1nh1b1ted and allow themselves
to act more aggressively than in overt identity (Patton et al, 2013; Suler, 2004). In Wikipedia,
the issue of bullying is clearly evident, as 51 percent of the editors in the website reported
witnessing harassment (Harassment Survey, 2015).

Since 2011, the gender bias in Wikipedia is a discussed subject, and various efforts are
designated at closing the gap. These include individuals dedicated to writing entries on
women (Redden, 2016), Wiki-a-thons organized by scholars (Royal Society of Chemistry,
2017), editing marathons (Gordon, 2017) and organized international Wiki projects, such as
“Women in Red,” “Women in Grey,” “Women Scientists” and more.

However, the set goal of increasing women’s participation to 25 percent by 2015 has
failed (Torres, 2016). This situation strengthens the notion that the politics of hidden
power-relations must be addressed, as the term “gender gap” in itself can serve as a
rhetorical strategy that places the burden of change on the shoulders of women instead of on
the sexist political norms (Peake, 2015).

In order to understand how a seemingly open-to-all website maintains a bias, it is
important to take into account feminist critic on what constitutes an enabling public arena
that allows diversity and inclusion. Feminist scholarly work has been calling attention to the
fact that the conceptualization of the public sphere cannot ignore the exclusion of women
and minority groups from the civic discourse (Fraser, 1992). Whereas Habermas (1991)
claimed that it is possible to ignore status differences and conduct a discourse that enables
participation from a free and independent will, in a physical or virtual place, Fraser (1992)
claims that the notion that women can participate in the debate as if they are equals is
inaccurate. This premise is based on the reflection that even when the discourse is
seemingly equal and gender or ethnic exclusion is unacceptable, power-relations still exist
informally. Furthermore, Fraser raises an important claim that the suspension of gender,
ethnic and class differences work in favor of the strong and does not promote the weak — for
it creates an imaginary common ground.

Fraser’s observation enhances the importance of further understanding the hidden
power-relations within the user-based online platform, and in answering the research



questions on the manner in which different interconnected factors set hidden barriers within
the seemingly open-to-all website and work to deter women who initially declared their
interest and who attended editing workshops from eventually participating in the website.
This, as well as the question of what can be done to enhance women’s participation in the
production of knowledge.

Research method

This mixed-method action research is based on the notion that it is important to combine
theory and practice, in the pursuit of pragmatic solutions to human concerns (Reason and
Bradbury, 2001). The research was guided by two senior researchers. It is based on two sets
of semi-structured personal interviews with a research group of women who were engaged
in the offline public sphere, as community leaders, political and social activists, minority
rights pursuers and volunteers in social organization. All research group members were
interested in acquiring digital skills as a means to voice, influence and participate in
the online production of knowledge. None of the women had edited in Wikipedia prior to the
beginning of the research.

The preliminary interviews were conducted with 31 women activists, prior to a three
months workshops on digital literacy in which 27 of the interviewees fully participated[3].
In addition, to the interviews, the participants answered a questionnaire about themselves at
the beginning of each workshop.

The research group

The participants arrived from different parts of Israel including from distant peripheral parts
of the country. The average level of education of the participants was high, and was
characterized by advanced studies. It included high school education (5), students (2),
accounting specialist (1), BA Degrees (4), MA Degrees (8), Lawyers (3), three participants who
defined themselves as academics (3) and one PhD student. The income level of most of the
respondents was average. Seven did not answer the question on income. In total, 15 defined
their income as average; 3, below average and 6, above the average. The participant’s ethnicity
was diverse; 11 defined their ethnicity as European, 2 Israeli, 4 Asian, 3 Asian-European,
7 African. In total, 25 of the participants are Jewish, 1 Muslim and 1 Christian.

The workshops

Four meetings in the workshops were dedicated to learning about Wikipedia and how to
edit in it. The first one, was a 2 h lecture on how Wikipedia works, from the head Wikipedian
of Israel at the time. In the three additional workshop sessions, the group learned how to
participate in discussions, how to add a new article and how to edit an existing one. Each of
these sessions lasted between 3 and 5 h and was led by two expert women Wikipedians, and
by myself, as an experienced Wikipedian. The participants were introduced to various
aspects of the website and were encouraged to create their own personal pages, which ten of
them did. The second round of interviews was carried out a few months after the workshops
were over. | kept sampling the participants on their online ventures through the years until
February 2018.

The interviews

The semi-structured interviews enabled elaboration on specific issues. Most of the
interviews took place in cafes and public places. Four interviews took place at the
interviewee’s house, and three were conducted with Skype. All the interviews were fully
transcribed. The shortest interview took 45 min and the longest one took 5 h. Taking ethical
aspects into consideration, I presented to the research group with the subject of the research
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Table 1.
Research group’s
members
contributions and
edits in Wikipedia

and its purpose before the beginning of the workshop. I also allowed participants to decide
whether they wanted to be referred to in their actual name or by a pseudonym.

The qualitative methodology based on grounded theory enabled the understanding of
the transition to online activities through the participants’ eyes. The analysis of the
interviews was conducted by using a categorical inductive approach, which relates to the
personal stories of the participants in a manner that enables reaching the concept of
the whole; this was done by reading and rereading the transcribed interviews several times,
while searching for recurrent descriptions, ideas and concepts and categorizing them. This
process enabled identifying and categorizing recurrent themes that appeared in various
interviews. Through the close process of rereading, coding and gathering recurrent views
the findings present categories which enable theorizing a phenomenon.

Findings

As can be seen from Table I, among research group members, only 11 women engaged in
the website, as editors and as contributors of new articles. Eight new articles were created
within a few months of the end of the workshops. Only four of the initial eight articles were
accepted and publicized. Only one of the participants continued to contribute to Wikipedia
and created four entries during the years 2014-2018[4]. Thus, six years after the workshops
had ended, only one woman became a periodical editor on the website. As one participant
chose to work anonymously her possible activity in the Wikipedia remained untracked.

User
Name page Articles Editing Outcome

Iris No - - -

Aggie No 1 - Article narrowed and became sub-article

Batya No - - -

Shani Yes - +  Massive editing

Aya Yes - +  Little editing

Liat Yes - - -

Lia Yes +  Little editing

Esther No - - -

Hila No 1 - Article remained after nomination for deletion

Irit Yes 1 - Deleted

Yamit No - - -

Julia No - - -

Mozayan Yes 4 +  Continued activity through the years — articles were written after the
second interview, and remained on the website

Merav ~ No - - -

Sofie Yes - - -

Simone  No - - -

Meital ~ No - - -

Tzuriya No - - -

Yemima No - - -

Hagit No - - -

Rachel No - + -

Fadia No ? ? Worked anonymously in the workshop

Abigail  Yes 2 - Articles remained

Gali No - -

Sagit No - - -

Noa Yes 1 +  Article remained

Shira Yes 2 —  One article remained a draft and one was transferred and became

sub-article




Through the analytical process of conceptualizing repeated themes, two main categories
emerged. The first, pre-editing barriers, addresses the question of why women who showed
preliminary interest in editing chose not to edit, and includes the following four factors:

(1) negative reputation
(2) lack of recognition

(3) anonymity
(4) fear of eraser

The second, Post-Editing Barriers, answers the question of why women who initially
contributed to Wikipedia chose not to continue doing so, and consists of the following
four factors:

(1) experiences of rejection
(2) alienation

(3) lack of time and profit
4) ownership of knowledge

Pre-editing barriers
A recurrent reason for the choice not to edit relates to the sexist negative reputation of the
website. Julia, a young poet and an activist for women rights, explains:

There are articles like “kusit” and all kind of nonsense that I don’t think have great value, while
other articles are being censored and the reasons are clear; male Wikipedians are overtaking this
medium, and there is no place for [...] opinionated women who are able to articulate themselves in a
challenging manner. (Julia)

In Hebrew slang, the word “kusit” is used to refer to a sexually attractive woman. The term
is derived from a vulgar word that refers to female genitalia and is considered an
objectifying and derogatory term, since it refers to a woman through a sexual part of her
anatomy. The existence of an elaborated article on the term in the Hebrew Wikipedia has led
feminists in Israel to protest against it; this, in a similar manner to the protest against the
article on “cunt” in English Wikipedia (Hale, 2014). Julia’s willingness to contribute to
Wikipedia subsided, as she became aware of the power-relations within the website. This
happened as she realized that some of the choices of articles may be offensive to her, and
that these choices are mostly made by the male majority in the website. In that manner, the
negative reputation of Wikipedia as a male-dominated platform — both in numerical
terms and in choices of content — serves as a barrier, deterring women from participation
in the website.

The self-silencing effect of Wikipedia’s negative reputation is closely related to the
gained understanding that it is a place of editing wars. Sagit, a political activist, refers to
this reason, while addressing the topic of recognition:

Did you write an article? Not yet. I don’t feel like entering a place with intrigues, because I have
enough. It was hinted to me in the second workshop that they are not looking for the academic
woman who put in the effort [...]. Maybe I got the wrong impression that they are dealing with ego,
and fighting and nonsense — and this is not what I am looking for. (Sagit)

Sagit’s initial serious interest in Wikipedia can be seen by her choice to attend an additional,
separate workshop on editing, that took place a few weeks after the workshop for the
research group was over. The second workshop strengthened Wikipedia’s negative
reputation as a place of intrigues — a view which coincides with research findings on how
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operators in Wikipedia tend to set ideological alliances with those they know, in order to
influence the outcome of disputed articles in the website (Auerbach, 2014). At the same time,
similarly to Julia, who got the impression that Wikipedia is not the place for an articulated
woman who expresses critical thought, Sagit obtained the impression that the platform is
not welcoming and appreciative of a serious academic woman.

The issue of being unrecognized and potentially unappreciated is essential in
understanding the politics of power in the website. The fact that Wikipedia’s interface does
not provide an open recognition to its editors is related to the fact that the website allows
anonymous contributions, and that its users commonly use pseudonyms with no pictures
attached to their profiles. Thus, often, the overall impression the website gave to the
research group members as newcomers was of an alienated space.

In the first round of interviews, Merav, an activist for minority rights at Israel periphery,
expressed an eagerness to write in Wikipedia and add an entry on a specific medical
syndrome from which her son suffered. However, her experiences while learning how to
operate in the website led her to choose not to edit, because of a sense of alarm, related to the
fact that Wikipedia’s architecture is largely based on allowing anonymity:

It seemed like a different world with people behind it that I don’t know. In Facebook, I know the
people, I know who the group manager is, I met some of the people [...] I talked to them on the
phone, in Wikipedia, except David Shai[5]. I don’t know who are the people there. (Merav)

Merav’s description points to the connection between an environment that allows
anonymity — where users do not always have personal pages, often use nicknames and
usually are not identified in their pages by pictures —and a feeling of being a newcomer in a
strange and unknown world. The overall sense of an alienating environment is strengthened
by the comparison to Facebook, which is a social network strongly based on overt identity.

Simone, an activist in women’s empowering groups, described the alienation as both
emotional and technological:

In Wikipedia, I felt an alienation. I have a barrier there that I need to work on [...]. What was
alienating? I did not know that medium [...]. The technical and emotional sometimes mix. It might
be something technical that is affected by the emotional. It might be that I should come to it
openminded I have a barrier to break. (Simone)

Similarly to Merav, Simon'’s initial impression of Wikipedia is that of unfamiliarity. Simon
finds that this impression is not only connected to the technological challenges of learning
how to edit in the website, but also related to an emotional cause — which she blames herself
on. But is Simone really to blame for her feeling of uneasiness, or does the semi-concealed
politics of power in the platform reproduces offline oppressive mechanisms?

The sense of uneasiness within the platform was also described in relation to being
afraid of deletion:

I was afraid to be erased [...]. I was in no situation to deal with it. That I will sit for hours on
something, and someone will remove it [...] so I will write a good article and someone will not like it
and he will come in the morning and erase it. (Merav)

Tam afraid that I will write and invest, and in the end, they will erase it. And it seems that it requires
a million resources, and I have many things to write like my PhD. (Hagit)

Both Merav and Hagit, a feminist activist who was writing her thesis at the time of the
workshop, describe being afraid when they talk about the possibility of having their
contribution reverted. This unwillingness to edit can be related to having little time.
However, both women found the time to invest in other websites that were thought during
the workshop. Instead, the fear of being erased can be connected to other traditional
circumstances in women’s lives: first, having one’s work go unnoticed is an experience many



women share when their household work is taken for granted, without any compensation
and treated as transparent labor (Berkowitz, 1996). Here, the concern is more grave, as the
whole work might be completely wasted. Second, in these descriptions the unknown “they”
or “someone” play a role, as the sense of being afraid is related to operating in an
anonymous environment. In fact, Merav’s description of not being able to deal with the fear
of a situation in which she wakes up in the morning and finds out that someone has erased
her work, can call to mind situations of possible harassment, in which a women walking
alone at night is afraid of being attacked by an unknown stranger (Bitton, 2003).

Thus, it is evident that participating in the website seems more than merely unjust and
unjustified, as the time-consuming effort might be taken lightly and not pay off. This, as the
possibility of being erased without discussion by an anonymous source — corresponds with
gendered situation of unsafety and fear, as one might have no control and say in what
happens. In this manner, contributing to the website did not seem like an empowering task,
demonstrating ability and free will; instead, the feeling described was of being in a place
with concealed power-relations which is manifested by the scrutiny of an anonymous
endangering gaze.

Post-editing barriers

When the fear of reverted editing had actualized itself among women who chose to
contribute to Wikipedia, it was described in terms of great difficulty. Irit, a leading peace
activist, wrote a long and elaborate article on the Palestinian Israeli Forum of Peace
Organizations. However, without her noticing it, the article was deleted; this happened
shortly afterward, without it standing for vote and discussion; in fact, it took Irit a few days
to realize what has happened; when she found out it was already impossible to request a
proper debate on the article. Naturally, Irit felt very upset:

I was bummed they removed the article. It was very annoying. It felt very alienating that they could
dismiss the work I did, something I was so deeply invested in. (Irit)

Since Irit, who is an eloquent writer, had worked very hard on the entry, her disappointment
can be completely understood. The fact that the article, she invested weeks in writing, was
erased without her noticing it and without proper discussion, can indicate how a dominating
group sets unseen but strongly felt boundaries in front of women who make their first steps
as contributors to the website. As a newcomer, Irit did not know whom to talk to and how to
react to what can be understood as a political act of inflicting power over her:

For me, most of the feedback I get is from people I know. Wiki was the only place where it was from
people who are strangers to me. (Irit)

In a similar manner to Merav, who chose not to contribute to Wikipedia, Irit describes the
website as the only place in which she had to engage with people whom she had never met
and who were complete strangers to her.

The sense of alienation was very present in the words of Agi, who promotes gender and
social rights within Israel:

Wikipedia extremely disappointed me [...]. They did not want to receive the article I wrote [...].
It was something that serves the community. I felt a kind of alienation, condescension and that was
that [...]. Maybe I did not write as required. Something I need to improve. I felt a cold place.
Not supporting. Not, empathic, not saying “come, write differently, we will help you”.
Just nullification, rejection and that was that. (Agi)

Agi’s experiences resulted in a sense of dependency, inadequacy, ineffectiveness and failure.
The unwelcoming atmosphere did not offer a learning curve — the possibility to improve. There
was no communication involved in the act of reverting her writing, but the mere use of power.
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Contributing to the website also rose questions regarding the politics of knowledge; these
include who is most likely to take ownership on knowledge, what constitutes knowledge and
who decides what is relevant or irrelevant knowledge for an article in an online
encyclopedia:

Someone wrote in the corrections “how is it possible to say that she is married while there is no gay
marriage in Israel [...].” So, a person cannot define herself? Would you ask anyone who writes she is
married for her marriage certificate? (Shani)

When Shani edited the entry on her wife at the time, she added the rubric “Personal Life”
and wrote that she is married. Someone deleted that contribution, and said that there are no
gay marriages in Israel. Though Shani’s contribution was eventually accepted (with an
added note that it is informal marriage) the reverted editing alienated Shani from knowledge
based on her own life experiences.

The efforts in contributing to the website also rose questions related to time and profit:

1 did not give up. I did not have time to deal with it. (Agi)

I want to write online. It takes time[...]. According to my view, which is perhaps dated, if I publish
an article, I have to conduct research. I take it seriously. (Aya)

I see writing as a form of publication, also an effort. These things have to be rewarded. (Shani)

While researchers such as Collier and Bear (2012) negate lack of time as a factor in women'’s
decision not to edit in the website, it is important to take this cause into consideration. While
various women in the research group mentioned time as a factor for not editing, they found
the time to make themselves heard in other online platforms. This, however, does not
eliminate time as a cause. Instead, it indicates that it should not be regarded separately, but
examined in relation to other causes.

For most research group members, findings that suggest that “the virtual realm of
Wikipedia rewards its participants in ways that are unmatched by most establishments in
the non-virtual world” (Kuznetsov, 2006) were invalid, and stood in oppositions to their
experiences in the platform. Not only that most of the research participants did not describe
Wikipedia as empowering, but they found it disempowering. The sense of having little time
is related to the sense that the website does not reward female newcomers for their editing
efforts. Shani, Aya and Agi contributed to Wikipedia in matters that were close to their
worlds. Agi wrote about a governmental project she was engaged with, Aya edited an entry
about renown historical figure who was a relative of hers and Shani edited the entry on her
wife, which is a known figure in Israel. All three women are socially active, and volunteered
in various projects. But once the initial motivation for editing run its course, they did not
find the time to continue, because it was not rewarding. They did not feel welcomed; their
efforts were not kindly met and thus additional time invested in the platform seemed futile.

Discussion
While many scholarly explanations were given to the existence of a gender gap in
Wikipedia, these given causes are often shown separately, without allowing the
comprehension of their interconnectivity. The findings enabled theorizing a five-layer
model of a Vicious Circle that deals with this lacuna; the model highlights what prevents
women, who initially declared their interest in participating in Wikipedia’s knowledge
production, from becoming engaged in the website; it indicates how various obstacles are
interconnected and how semi-covert power-relations operate within the website, in spite of
the declared official vision of equality.

The model consists of the following five layers: Negative Site Reputation, Anonymity,
Fear, Alienation and Rejection. Each of these interrelated layers supports and leads to the



other, thus creating a Vicious Circle that works to sustain an environment of hegemonic
male domination that discourages women from joining in, contributing and staying
active (Figure 1).

The five layers model:

@

@

(©)

Negative site reputation — reputation is a powerful mechanism for setting
boundaries and declaring who is entitled to belong to a certain place. Negative
reputation is not necessarily an unwanted and unintended factor. Instead, it can be
used as a tool for domination and be cultivated as part of the cultural practice of
masculine cyberbullying and bragging designed to create fear and maintain
dominance (Patton et al., 2013).

The more women in the research group were exposed to Wikipedia the more they
became aware of its negative reputation — as a place of heated conflicts, abusive
language, easy eraser, sexist articles and male domination. These factors worked to
create an initial deterrent from participating in the website.

Anonymity — while many Wikipedian have user pages, and some attend real-life
events, the basic experience for newcomers is that of an anonymous
environment — that often signals to women situations and places that are hazards
to them. This is especially evident in comparison to other user-generated-content
websites, that bestow an atmosphere of familiarity by having each engagement
related to users’ names and profile pictures. Contrary to that, Wikipedia, especially
in the preliminary stages, gives the impression of an anonymous crowd of users who
identify themselves mainly by nicknames.

Wikipedia’s negative reputation as a place of heated and intolerable discussions
is connected to its anonymity, as a digital environment based on anonymity tends to
lead to toxic disinhibition (Suler, 2004) and contrary to hopeful expectations, does
not promote gender equality.

Fear — creating a climate of fear is one of the known ways of establishing domination.
This might be one reason why fear still has a prominent place in women’s lives
(Bitton, 2003). One of the ways of establishing a culture of fear is through heated
discussions that include bullying and speedy deletion of the contribution of women
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Alienation Fear

Strangers in a
seemingly
open-to-all

website

Figure 1.
The vicious circle




EDI

newcomers (Kramer, 2018). The negative reputation and the anonymous environment,
were users with nicknames allow themselves to lash at newcomers and possibly delete
worthy contributions create an atmosphere of fear. The fact that 25 percent of
Wikipedians stopped editing, for a while or forever, after witnessing an act of
harassment strengthen this causality (Harassment survey, 2015).

The domination of knowledge also works to increase a climate of fear; it is
manifested by the high tendency to discard female newcomers’ contributions and treat
them as trivial and unimportant (Lam et @/, 2011). Within the research group, women
not only described being afraid of deletion, but an overall atmosphere of unsafety due
to the harsh manner in which their work might be treated by unidentified users they
did not know.

(4) Alienation — the fact that edits by women who are new to the website are
significantly more likely to be reverted works to establish their place as uninfluential
and thus alienates them from the website. The three factors mentioned previously
enhance the sense of alienation; negative reputation serves as a symbolic
semi-concealed hazard unwelcoming sign, the sense of an anonymous crowd (in a
space where only those who stay long enough get to recognize each other) creates a
feeling of unfamiliar place and enhances the fear of being verbally attacked or
having one’s work deleted by unknown user; all these factors contribute to a sense of
lack of belonging. This, as the apparent freedom of contributing to the site is
replaced by a sense of being governed and controlled by an anonymous gaze, and
unknown users who have power over one’s work in the platform.

(5) Rejection — the mechanism of rejection in Wikipedia is twofold: first, it is the
expression of a dominating male group that uses various mechanisms of
semi-concealed power to mark what seems to be an open-to-all environment — and
act if it is their own; this, by rejecting female newcomers through strategies of
rhetoric of harassment and climate of fear (Herring, 1999) and through acts of revert
editing and unnecessary deletion (Kramer, 2018). Second, it is a manifestation of
women’s choice not to participate in a public online space that alienates them. This
act of women’s rejection of Wikipedia occurs before and after contributing to the
site. Each act of rejection enhances the website’s negative reputation and
strengthens the gender gap, thus allowing the Vicious Circle to continue.

While projects dedicated to enhancing the place of women in Wikipedia are a source of
power, and set an example of how women can get together in order to be heard, these
projects still keep women apart from the main cultural environment within the online
platform. This happens as the need to formulate female groups indicates the place of women
as outsiders in the website; and allows the continuation of a “culture that may be resistant to
female participation” (Lam et al, 2011).

As Reagle and Rhue (2011) argues, in order to balance the associated values of
nondiscrimination, freedom of speech and the safety of the people in the project, one has to
take into consideration that “boundaries are a fundamental feature of any community, even
for those that aspire to openness because it is rarely a simple binary of open or closed.”

In order to alternate a cultural atmosphere that enables the exclusion of women
from Wikipedia, this research suggests a model of a Virtuous Circle, of five equality
enhancing practices, relating both to code and cultural norms on the website: Nonymity,
Connection to Social Media, Inclusionist Policy, Soft Deletion and Red-Flagging
Harassments (Figure 2):

(1) Nonymity — one of the major changes required in order to enhance women’s
participation in Wikipedia is a transference from an estranging environment, based
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largely on nicknames without pictures, to a welcoming nonymous one.
The transition to a self-identified environment will install a sense of safety, which
is crucial especially for women and especially when it does not signal out a specific
female user, but a whole community that is based on overt identities. This change is
particularly important as a vast body of evidence indicates that contrary to the
claim, online anonymity does not serve as an equalizer that banishes gender-based
power relations; instead, it is evident that gender remains a visible and relevant
factor, even in anonymous environments (Herring and Stoerger, 2014). Insisting on a
website based on true names and pictures will also allow a much-needed concept of
situated and contextualized aspects of knowledge (Haraway, 1988; Lanier, 2006). It
will contribute to a friendlier atmosphere where discussions instead of fights are
held. This, while reducing the harassing rhetoric that thrives in the hiddenness of
being able to bully others without major consequences.

This step is especially important in regard to the overt identities of bureaucrats
and system admins who have tremendous power over others on the website,
including erasing entries and banning users. Position holders must be obliged to
volunteer in exposed identities in order to contribute to an organizational climate of
safety, based on familiarity and accountability.

Connection to social media — one of the ways to promote equality based on overt
identities is to update the website’s code so that users who wish to do so would be
able to register through their existing Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn or other social
media accounts. Interlinking Wikipedia’s registered users to other online accounts
can empower Wikipedians’ social capital (Hampton ef al, 2012). This change will
also widen our perception of situated knowledge while generating a less alienating
and friendlier website. Encyclopedic knowledge will be related to additional forms of
situated knowledge, negating the point of view of the “neutral observer” and closely
relating the contributions of knowledge on the website to the lives of those
producing these contributions as they are reflected in other websites.

For newcomers, this change will allow a much-needed sense of safety, as the
website will be associated with more familiar and somewhat friendlier social media
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networks. Knowing and perhaps recognizing the people in the website with enable
asking for assistant and asking question from people one knows and trust.

(3) Inclusionist policy — the deliberation on the two opposing perspectives:
“deletionism” and “inclusionism,” that were given to the corresponding tendencies
either to delete a given article that supposedly do not meet standards of notability,
or to include it since the availability of space justifies articles that might be of
interest to just a few people (Douglas, 2007), is a well-known phenomenon[6].
In Israel, as in many other places, the gender aspects related to the issue have gained
public attention, as articles on prominent women were deleted, on the ground that
they were not important enough (Allum, 2016; Aderet, 2016). From a gender
perspective, the deletionist policy allows the dominance of the hegemonic group and
undermines the power of women newcomers. Power-relations are based on who
decides what constitutes knowledge and deserves an article. Deletionist policy in a
male hegemonic group might not recognize knowledge held by women and other
secluded social groups. In order to change the uneven situation, an overall inclusive
perspective is an advisable method for conducting knowledge on the website. This
practice will reduce the fear of being erased of women newcomers and will allow a
greater perspective of knowledge[7].

(4) Soft deletion — fear of eraser, questionable practices of eraser and a general sense of
disrespect for one’s work on the website were repeatedly mentioned by group
members as causes for refraining from editing on the website. In cases that are
debatable, instead of upsetting, and often disrespectful acts of eraser, it is possible to
simply relocate a questionable article in the Sandbox of its creator{8]. In this manner,
the overall sense of disrespect to knowledge, time, effort and a point a view will be
softened. This, as users will be able to improve their articles and try again.

(5) Red-flagging harassments — safety is a basic requirement in places promoting
gender equality. The findings indicate that the negative reputation is related to
viewing Wikipedia as sexist and unsafe website. An open effort to change the
website’s climate by not allowing harassing comments can help in this matter, as it
signals that uncalled for behaviors will not be tolerated. Inner mechanisms of
red-flagging those who bully and make sexual or personal offensive comments is a
possible mechanism of reducing these phenomena. Adding the possibility of
inserting an icon of a flag in conversation pages and keeping score of those who
collect them, with the possibility of a penalty of periodical suspense from the
website, is a tool that can deter from such behaviors.

Designing an online architecture of knowledge without acknowledging the manner in which
domination can be expressed through the establishment of a negative reputation,
anonymity and a climate of fear that leads to alienation and rejection allows the gender bias
to persist. Dismantling the Vicious Circle in Wikipedia through the understanding of the
semi-concealed power-mechanisms that exist in an apparently inclusive and diverse online
and offline public spaces and allowing the constructive steps of the Virtues Circle can reduce
the covert exclusion practices in the website, by allowing a sense of safety through visibility
and acknowledgment.

While narrowing the gender bias in Wikipedia is an important goal on its own, the
existence of the bias raises wider questions relating to gender inequality and lack of
diversity in organizational environments that do not attain an overt discriminating agenda.
Hence, understanding the gender gap in Wikipedia and the possible ways of narrowing it
enables an important opportunity to decipher hidden social constructions that lead to
silencing the voices of women in various institutes and public arenas.



More research, including additional workshops, surveys and interviews, can enhance
the understanding of this vital issue. As great importance lies in examining the gendered
political and calculative aspects of knowledge and power. This, as part of the ongoing
journey to creating and maintaining inclusive and diverse public spaces online
and offline.

Notes
1. Radio, Television and Newspaper.

2. A present example is the deletion of the article on Nobel Prize Winner Donna Strickland
prior to her winning, in the claim that she was not qualified to have an article (Koren, 2018;
Resnick, 2018).

3. There were four early withdraws out of the 31 initial participants; in the first workshop, one
participant withdrew because of illness and one because she did not find a babysitter. In the
second workshop one withdrew because she did not have a computer at home, and another
withdrew after the second meeting, since it was too difficult for her.

She called me in February 2018, for editing advice on a new entry.
The head bureaucrat at the time, who met the group in the workshop and lectured about Wikipedia.
See https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Deletionism_and_inclusionism_in_Wikipedia

In fact, with a wider understanding of what constitutes knowledge and an acknowledgment of the
benefits of documenting every human life, it is possible to assume a future Wiki project
documenting every individual who allows the publication of his or her life story online.

8. A space allocated in user’s pages designated to experiment with the process of editing Wikipedia.
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