GOOD FAITH 
COLLABORATION

The Culture of Wikipedia

Joseph Michael Reagle Jr.  |  foreword by Lawrence Lessig



Good Faith Collaboration



History and Foundations of Information Science

Edited by Michael Buckland and Jonathan Furner

Human Information Retrieval by Julian Warner

Good Faith Collaboration: The Culture of Wikipedia by Joseph Michael Reagle Jr.



The MIT Press

Cambridge, Massachusetts

London, England

Good Faith Collaboration: The Culture of Wikipedia

Joseph Michael Reagle Jr.

Foreword by Lawrence Lessig



© 2010 Joseph Michael Reagle Jr.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form by any 

electronic or mechanical means (including photocopying, recording, or information 

storage and retrieval) without permission in writing from the publisher.

For information about special quantity discounts, please email special_sales@mit-

press.mit.edu

This book was set in Stone Sans and Stone Serif by the MIT Press. Printed and bound 

in the United States of America.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Reagle, Joseph Michael.

Good faith collaboration : the culture of Wikipedia / Joseph Michael Reagle Jr. ; 

foreword by Lawrence Lessig.

 p. cm. — (History and foundations of information science)

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 978-0-262-01447-2 (hardcover : alk. paper) 1. Wikipedia. 2. Electronic 

encyclopedias—Case studies. 3. Wikis (Computer science)—Case studies. 4. 

Communication in learning and scholarship—Technological innovations—Case 

studies. 5. Authorship—Collaboration—Case studies. 6. Online social net-

works—Case studies. I. Title. 

AE100.R43 2010

030—dc22

2009052779

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1



To my family, a barnstar.





Contents

Foreword by Lawrence Lessig ix

Preface xiii

1 Nazis and Norms 1

2 The Pursuit of the Universal Encyclopedia 17

3 Good Faith Collaboration 45

4 The Puzzle of Openness 73

5 The Challenges of Consensus 97

6 The Benevolent Dictator 117

7 Encyclopedic Anxiety 137

8 Conclusion: “A Globe in Accord” 169

Notes 175

Bibliographic Note 175





Contents

Foreword by Lawrence Lessig ix

Preface xiii

1 Nazis and Norms 1

2 The Pursuit of the Universal Encyclopedia 17

3 Good Faith Collaboration 45

4 The Puzzle of Openness 73

5 The Challenges of Consensus 97

6 The Benevolent Dictator 117

7 Encyclopedic Anxiety 137

8 Conclusion: “A Globe in Accord” 169

Notes 175

Index 235



Foreword

There is value in studying anything that was once thought impossible but 

then proves possible. There is significant value in studying it well. A decade 

ago, no one—including its founder, Jimmy Wales—would have imagined 

“Wikipedia” possible. Today it is one of the very top Web sites on the Inter-

net. And not just the Internet: Wikipedia has come to define the very best 

in an ethic of a different kind of economy or community: at its core, it is a 

“collaborative community” that freely and voluntarily gives to the world a 

constant invitation to understand and correct. More than any democracy, 

it empowers broadly. More than any entity anywhere, it elicits the very best 

of an amateur ethic—people working hard for the love of the work, and not 

for the money.

Most of the world has known of Wikipedia for no more than a few years. 

Even the “digerati” have not paid much attention to the project for more 

than seven years. Like the most important innovations throughout human 

history, this one too stole upon us when most of us were looking elsewhere. 

And now, none of us understands anything new without first pinging Wiki-

pedia’s brain to see its cut on whatever piques our curiosity.

Scholars will spend a generation understanding its birth and growth. 

There have already been important books understanding open source pro-

duction specifically (Steven Weber, The Success of Open Source [Harvard 

2004]), and the culture of commons-based production (Yochai Benkler, The 

Wealth of Networks [Yale 2007]).

But Joseph Reagle’s contribution here is something new and impor-

tant. Reagle came to this subject as a native. He was a computer scientist 

at MIT. He helped me work through early thoughts about what he called 

“social protocols”—an explicit mixing of computer science ideals with 

insight about social organization and norms. When he decided to return to 
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graduate school to get his PhD, I was skeptical that such enormous talent 

should be lost to the stacks for so many years.

This book proves me wrong. Reagle comes to this ethnographical project 

understanding more about the technology and its history than the peo-

ple he intended to study. But that knowledge doesn’t get in the way. He 

has opened himself to a community that is similar to some he has worked 

within—the World Wide Web Consortium, most prominently—but impor-

tantly distinct. And as his book convincingly demonstrates, it is a com-

munity with a family resemblance to lots in our world, but unlike almost 

anything else.

Wikipedia is a community, but one formed through a practice, or a 

doing—collaboration. That collaboration happens within a culture, or a set of 

norms, guided by principles that the community accepts and fights about, 

and through that struggle defines. The collaboration produces a social good 

that an enormous number of people from around the world rely upon. The 

project is a generation away from its objective of “a world in which every 

single human being can freely share in the sum of all knowledge.” But it is 

the first time in ten generations that this aspiration of the Enlightenment 

seems even possible to anyone but the likes of Jefferson.

We need many academic disciplines—economics, political science, his-

tory, even law—to help us understand this phenomenon. But the first rich 

understanding must come from ethnographies. Only a deep reading of the 

culture of this community—for it is a community rich with a distinctive 

culture—can begin to make the important lessons of Wikipedia accessible.

No utopia is to be found in these pages. Wikipedia is not written by 

angels; nor does its founder pretend to perfection. What is most striking 

throughout this lucid and informed account is the human-ness of every-

thing inside. Wales, the founder, self-consciously practicing the humility 

every great leader teaches. A community, struggling to get it right, some 

devoting thousands of hours to making knowledge free.

There are relatively few organizations that inspire respect, flaws notwith-

standing. Very few retain that respect after serious scrutiny. These pages 

introduce one such institution. No one doubts it produces an encyclopedia 

that has errors. But it is hard to imagine a more significant and sustained 

community, manned by volunteers, from teenagers to retirees, working to 

produce understanding.
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Every serious soul must try to understand this impossibility. For there is 

little doubt that its lessons have much to teach far beyond the millions of 

entries on Wikipedia pages. Nor that an important first step in that under-

standing is found in these pages.

Lawrence Lessig

Professor of Law, Harvard Law School 

Director, Edmond J. Safra Foundation Center for Ethics





Preface

When I returned to graduate school I faced the task of choosing a research 

topic. I left my position at the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) with 

an interest in new Web applications, particularly blogs, and an appreciation 

for collaboration. Since I had been out of school for a while, and matric-

ulated in an alien discipline, I made frequent use of a new online refer-

ence work: Wikipedia. As I grew disenchanted with the fractious narcissism 

sometimes encountered on blogs, I became increasingly intrigued with the 

efforts of the individuals producing Wikipedia. While one can find plenty 

of arguments in both the blogosphere and at Wikipedia, the intention and 

spirit of the discussion in the two communities is often different. Further-

more, my interest in Wikipedia dovetailed with an especially useful bit of 

advice I received: the work for a book such as this is long and solitary, so 

choose something one can live with as it will be the foremost topic on one’s 

mind for years to come. Attempting to understand and portray the spirit of 

Wikipedia collaboration turned out to be a rewarding obsession.

When I worked at the W3C I participated in and facilitated many work-

ing groups. Most people wouldn’t think long technical discussions in com-

mittees could be very exciting—they usually aren’t—but I was inspired by 

instances in which the varied skills and personalities of my peers comple-

mented one another. The differences that sometimes irritated me or frus-

trated progress also, sometimes, yielded an elegant solution that exceeded 

the sum of our individual efforts. I witnessed something similar at Wikipe-

dia. Most people wouldn’t think the production of an encyclopedia could 

be very exciting either, but I found Wikipedia to be a compelling site for the 

study of collaboration and an endearing but unruly character in a longer 

historical tale.
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Consequently, in the following pages I present a historically informed 

ethnography of Wikipedia. I also observe that building an encyclopedia is 

a cumulative and interdependent activity and writing this book is no dif-

ferent. In fact, it seems impossible to properly acknowledge all those who 

have influenced and supported this work. But as in any other seemingly 

impossible task, like creating a global encyclopedia, one must start some-

where—and the perfect is the enemy of the good.

I am indebted to Helen Nissenbaum, Gabriella Coleman, and Natalia 

Levina for their insight, time, and guidance. Thank you. I’m also grateful to 

other faculty members who helped me while I was at New York University 

including JoEllen Fisherkeller, Alex Galloway, Brett Gary, Ted Magder, Siva 

Vaidhyanathan, and Jonathan Zimmerman. When I worked in Cambridge, 

Massachusetts, I enjoyed perusing the bookshelves of the MIT Press on my 

lunch breaks, so I’m pleased that this book will appear on those shelves 

with the help of Marguerite Avery, Susan Clark, Julia Collins, Mel Goldsipe, 

Emily Gutheinz, Erin Mooney, Johna Picco, and Sharon Deacon Warne. 

Also, of course, I thank Lawrence Lessig for his support and writing the 

foreword to this book.

Scholars, colleagues, and friends who discussed drafts, sent comments, 

listened to me talk an idea through, or pointed out a missed connection 

or useful reference include Melissa Aronczyk, Phoebe Ayers, Samir Cho-

pra, Shay David, Jonathan Grudin, Said Hamideh, Michael Hart, Sam How-

ard-Spink, Ian Jacobs, Rob Jones, Jelena Karanovic, Cormac Lawler, Susan 

Lesch, Lawrence Liang, Andrew Lih, David Parisi, Devon Powers, Evan Pro-

dromou, W. Boyd Rayward, Sage Ross, Aaron Swartz, Michael Zimmer, and 

Jakob Voss. Michael Buckland, John Broughton, and anonymous review-

ers at the MIT Press read the entire manuscript and gave me detailed and 

patient feedback; this is no small gift. Nora Schaddelee deserves special 

thanks for putting up with more of my wiki rambling than anyone else, 

and she also read the earliest—and cruftiest—draft of almost every chapter 

that follows. Nora, and my brothers Greg and Dan Reagle, were also kind 

enough to read proofs.

Also, thank you to those who spoke to me about their experiences, espe-

cially Wikipedians. I have only named those people who have influenced 

or commented upon this work specifically, but I benefited from many other 

conversations. Some appear as sources in this work, but most do not. The 

vast majority of my sources are a sample of an enormous public discourse, 
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and I portray only a fragment of that. From a methodological perspective it 

seems odd to thank those who have contributed to a (public) archive and 

project, but I feel a sense of gratitude nevertheless. Additionally, I’m grate-

ful to my friends and family, including those who might have had little 

interest in the particulars of this work but wished me well and reminded me 

that life is larger than the confines of a computer screen.

Finally, I want to recognize a few institutions that in one way or another 

served as a home to me. The W3C provided much of the inspiration for my 

interest in collaboration and consensus. The Berkman Center for Internet 

& Society at Harvard Law School provided me an important opportunity to 

begin reflecting on the social aspects of online interaction. The Department 

of Media, Culture, and Communication at the Steinhardt School of New 

York University generously supported the studies and research that inform 

this work. Finally, most of this book was written at the Carroll Gardens 

branch of the Brooklyn Public Library: a hospitable, though often noisy, 

environment in which I was surprisingly productive up in its little balcony 

amid comics and tax forms.



1 Nazis and Norms

Show me an admin who has never been called a nazi and I’ll show you an admin 

who is not doing their job.

—J. S.’s Second Law

Wikipedia is not merely an online multilingual encyclopedia; although the 

Web site is useful, popular, and permits nearly anyone to contribute, the 

site is only the most visible artifact of an active community. Unlike previ-

ous reference works that stand on library shelves distanced from the insti-

tutions, people, and discussions from which they arose, Wikipedia is both 

a community and an encyclopedia. And the encyclopedia, at any moment 

in time, is simply a snapshot of the community’s continuing conversa-

tion. This conversation is frequently exasperating, often humorous, and 

occasionally profound. Most importantly, it sometimes reveals what I call a 

good faith collaborative culture. Wikipedia is a realization—even if flawed—

of the historic pursuit of a universal encyclopedia: a technology-inspired 

vision seeking to wed increased access to information with greater human 

accord. Elements of this good faith culture can be seen in the following 

conversation about a possible “neo-Nazi attack” upon the English-language 

Wikipedia.

In early 2005 members of Stormfront, a “white pride” online forum, 

focused their sights on Wikipedia. In February they sought to marshal their 

members to vote against the deletion of the article “Jewish Ethnocentrism,” 

one favored by some “white nationalists” and that made use of controver-

sial theories of a Jewish people in competition with and subjugating other 

ethnic groups. Stormfront’s alert was surprisingly sensitive to the culture 

of Wikipedia by warning recipients, “you must give your reason as to why 

you voted to keep the article—needless to say you should do so in a cordial 
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manner, those wishing to delete the article will latch onto anything they 

can as an excuse to be hostile towards anybody criticising Jewish culture.”1 

Six months later, participants of Stormfront, perhaps dissatisfied with their 

earlier efforts, were considering using the software that runs Wikipedia, or 

even some of its content, to create their own (“forked”) version more to 

their liking.2

The charge of Nazism has a long and odd history in the online com-

munity realm. One of the most famous aphorisms from earlier Internet 

discussion groups is Godwin’s Law of Nazi Analogies: “As an online dis-

cussion grows longer, the probability of a comparison involving Nazis or 

Hitler approaches one.”3 Godwin’s Law speaks to a tendency of online 

participants to think the worst of one another. So much so, that the epi-

graph at the beginning of this chapter, J. S.’s Second Law, implies that if 

you haven’t been called a Nazi, you simply haven’t been active enough 

on Wikipedia.4 Yet, throughout the immense Wikipedia discussion threads 

prompted by a potential “neo-Nazi attack” no one compared anyone else 

to Hitler. Granted, some Stormfront members are self-identified Nazis for 

whom that term would not be an insult, but there was also serious disagree-

ment among Wikipedians—and even the white racialists reminded them-

selves they need be cordial on Wikipedia.

This cordiality would be commented upon in a related incident later in 

2005, in August, when Wikipedia user Amelkite, the owner/operator of the 

white supremacist Vanguard-News-Network, had his Wikipedia account 

blocked. MattCrypto, a Wikipedia administrator, then unblocked him, 

thinking it unfair to block someone because of his or her affiliation rather 

than Wikipedia actions. This prompted another administrator, SlimVirgin, 

to reblock, pointing out Amelkite had posted a list of prominent Wikipedi-

ans thought to be Jews as well as information on how to counter Wikipedia 

controls of disruption. The conversation between Wikipedia administrators 

remained civil:

MattCrypto: Hi SlimVirgin, I don’t like getting into conflict, particularly 

with things like block wars and protect wars, so I’m unhappy about this. . . .

SlimVirgin: I take your point, Matt, but I feel you ought to have discussed 

this with the blocking admin, rather than undoing the block. . . .

This interaction prompted Jimmy “Jimbo” Wales, Wikipedia cofounder and 

leader, to write: “SlimVirgin, MattCrypto: this is why I love Wikipedians so 

much. I love this kind of discussion. Assume good faith, careful reasoning, 
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a discussion which doesn’t involve personal attacks of any kind, a disagree-

ment with a positive exploration of the deeper issues.”5 Whereas Godwin’s 

Law recognizes the tendency to think the worst of others, Wikipedia cul-

ture encourages contributors to treat and think of others well. For example, 

participants are supposed to abide by the norm of “Wikiquette,” which 

includes the guidelines of “Assume Good Faith” (AGF) and “Please Do Not 

Bite the Newcomers.”6 Such Wikipedia norms and their relationship to the 

technology, discourse, and vision of a universal encyclopedia prompt me 

to ask: How should we understand this community’s collaborative—“good 

faith”—culture? In the following chapters I offer my understanding on this 

question, but, first, an introduction.

Wikipedia

When I speak of Wikipedia I am referring to a wiki project, which includes 

both the textual artifact and the community producing it. (This is a com-

mon usage, as is referring to Web sites without a definite article, that is “I 

searched Google and Wikipedia” not “I searched the Google and the Wiki-

pedia.”) Furthermore, there is a particular vision of access and openness at 

Wikipedia, as seen in its slogan as “the free encyclopedia that anyone can 

edit.” This vision, the encyclopedia, and its community and culture are 

introduced in the sections that follow.

The Vision

The Wikimedia Foundation, the nonprofit organization under which Wiki-

pedia and its related projects operate, asks the reader to “Imagine a world in 

which every single human being can freely share in the sum of all knowl-

edge. That’s our commitment.”7 However, this commitment is not unique 

to the new millennium. Indeed, Wikipedia’s heritage can be traced back 

to the beginning of the twentieth century. In particular, it can be traced 

back to Paul Otlet’s Universal Repertory and H. G. Wells’s proposal for a 

World Brain (included in a 1937 book of the same title). These projects were 

conceived as furthering increased access to information; facilitated by the 

(then relatively novel) technologies of the index card, loose-leaf binder, and 

microfilm. However, this vision exceeds the production of information. 

Wells proposed that reference work compilers would be joined by world 

scholars and international technocrats to produce a resource that every 
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student might easily access, in a personal, inexpensive, and portable for-

mat. Furthermore, this collection of the world’s intellect was envisioned to 

yield a greater sense of unity: Wells hoped that such an encyclopedia could 

solve the “jig-saw puzzle” of global problems by bringing all the “mental 

wealth of our world into something like a common understanding”; this 

would be more than an educational resource, it would be an institution of 

global mediation.8 Wikipedia shares this concern for “the sum of all knowl-

edge” with early visionaries. And while no one argues that Wikipedia will 

bring about world peace, I do argue goodwill is necessary to its production 

and an occasional consequence of participation.

However, while most early Wikipedians were probably unaware of these 

predecessors from a century ago there was a more immediate inspiration: 

Free and Open Source Software (FOSS). One of the earliest news articles 

about Nupedia, Wikipedia’s non-wiki progenitor, notes: “The philosophy 

of the open-source movement is spreading within the industry. Now, a 

maker of a Web-based encyclopedia wants to apply its principles to share 

knowledge in general.”9 Nupedia described itself as “the open content ency-

clopedia” and was available under the GNU Free Documentation License. 

(GNU is a seminal free software project.) FOSS is licensed to enable users to 

read and improve on the source of the software they use. This has proven 

to be a much noted alternative to proprietary software in which one’s usage 

can be restricted (e.g., unable to backup, install multiple copies, repair, or 

improve). When I emailed Jimmy Wales to ask about the influence of FOSS 

on his thinking, he replied:

In general what I can say is that Nupedia was absolutely inspired by the free software 

movement. I spent a lot of time thinking about online communities and collabora-

tion, and one of the things that I noticed is that in the humanities, a lot of people 

were collaborating in _discussions_, while in programming, something different was 

going on. People weren’t just talking about programming, they were working to-

gether to build things of value.10

Consequently, the inspiration for a free and open source encyclopedia—in 

terms of access, cost, and collaboration—might be thought of as the most 

recent stage of a long-running pursuit.

The Encyclopedia

Wikipedia is the wiki-based successor to Nupedia and its name is a portman-

teau of “wiki,” an online collaborative editing tool, and “encyclopedia,” 
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itself a contraction of the Greek enkyklios and paidei, referring to the “circle 

of learning” of the classical liberal arts. This name is evidence of a geeky sort 

of linguistic humor and also prompts the question of whether a relatively 

open-to-all wiki can also be a high-quality reference work. In the following 

pages I return to these points but for now let’s consider the wiki and ency-

clopedic aspects of the thing we call Wikipedia.

Wikipedia is an online wiki-based encyclopedia. “Wiki wiki” means 

“super fast” in the Hawaiian language, and Ward Cunningham chose the 

name for his collaborative WikiWikiWeb software in 1995 to indicate the 

ease with which one could edit pages. (He learned of the word during his 

first visit to Hawaii when he was initially confused by the direction to take 

the “Wiki Wiki Bus,” the Honolulu airport shuttle.11) In a sense, the term 

wiki captures the original conception of the World Wide Web as both a 

browsing and editing medium; the latter capability was largely forgotten 

when the Web began its precipitous growth and the most popular clients 

did not provide their users with the ability to edit Web pages.

The wiki changed this asymmetry by placing the editing functionality 

on the server. Consequently, if a page can be read, it can be edited in any 

browser. With a wiki, the user enters a simplified markup into a form on a 

Web page. Using the Wikipedia syntax one simply types “# this provides a 

link to [[Ward Cunningham]]” to add a numbered list item with a link to 

the “Ward Cunningham” article. The server-side Wikipedia software trans-

lates this into the appropriate HTML and hypertext links. To create a new 

page, one simply creates a link to it, which remains red until someone actu-

ally adds content to its target destination. These capabilities are central to 

and representative of wikis.

Wikipedia now has a number of features that not all wikis share 

(although Wikipedia’s open source MediaWiki platform is used by many 

other projects). Each wiki page includes links through which one can log in 

(if desired), bookmark (and “watch”) the pages one cares about, or discuss 

how the page is being edited on its “Talk” or “Discussion” page—and this 

too is wiki. A history of a page is also available, showing all changes to the 

page (including the author, time, and edit summary); different versions can 

easily be compared. Two widely used features of Wikipedia are categories 

and templates. Users have the ability to label pages with categories, which 

are then used to automatically generate indexes. For example, the “1122 

births” category page lists six biographical articles for those born in 1122.12 
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A wiki template is “a page which can be inserted into another page via 

a process called transclusion.” These small template “pages” (usually no 

more than a few lines of text) “are used to add recurring messages to pages 

in a consistent way, to add boilerplate messages, to create navigational 

boxes and to provide cross-language portability of texts.”13 Templates are 

included on a page by including the template name within a pair of curly 

parentheses. So, with the inclusion of the “{{pp-vandalism}}” markup, a 

Wikipedia page will display a warning box that “this page is currently pro-

tected from editing to deal with vandalism.” Many templates, such as the 

vandalism one, also add a category, creating an index of all pages presently 

using that template.14

The application of the wiki platform with a few encyclopedic features 

enables surprisingly sophisticated content creation.15 And, as we will see 

throughout this book, wikis often are thought of as potent collaborative 

tools because they permit asynchronous, incremental, and transparent con-

tributions from many individuals. Yet, as is often the case, the consequence 

of this quick and informal approach of editing the Web was not foreseen—

or, rather, was pleasantly surprising. Wikipedia is the populist offshoot of 

Nupedia, started in March 2000 by Jimmy Wales and Larry Sanger. Nupe-

dia’s mission was to create a free encyclopedia via rigorous expert review 

under a free documentation license. Unfortunately, this process moved 

rather slowly and, having recently been introduced to wikis, Sanger per-

suaded Wales to set up a scratchpad for potential Nupedia content where 

anyone could contribute. However, there was “considerable resistance 

on the part of Nupedia’s editors and reviewers to the idea of associating 

Nupedia with a wiki-style website. Sanger suggested giving the new project 

its own name, Wikipedia, and Wikipedia was soon launched on its own 

domain, wikipedia.com, on 15 January 2001.”16

Wikipedia proved to be so successful that when the server hosting Nupe-

dia crashed in September 2003 it was never restored. In August 2009 there 

were over “75,000 active contributors working on more than 10,000,000 

articles in more than 260 languages”; the original English version includes 

more than three million articles, having long ago subsumed most of the 

original Nupedia content. Twenty-five other language editions have more 

than 100,000 articles.17 These editions are evidence of the international 

character of the universal vision. (Within two weeks of the launch of Nupe-

dia, Sanger wrote that he had already received offers to translate articles 
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and that supporting this work should be a priority despite any delays it 

might introduce.18) The Wikimedia Foundation, incorporated in 2003, is 

now the steward of Wikipedia as well as a wiki-based dictionary, a com-

pendium of quotations, a source of collaborative textbooks, a repository 

of free source texts, and a collection of images that can be used by other 

Wikimedia projects.

Given its size, it is no trivial task to understand what Wikipedia actu-

ally includes. (Claims by some to have read every word of an encyclope-

dia are impossible with Wikipedia.) However, recent research suggests that 

Wikipedia’s topical coverage of general knowledge and technical issues is 

quite good, but it has blind spots in other specialist areas. Users seemingly 

are most interested in people, as articles about humans (e.g., biographies, 

culture, entertainment, the self, and sexuality) are the largest categories of 

content and the most visited by readers.19

Of course those three million articles on the English-language Wikipe-

dia—the focus of this book—are not of equal quality. A summary from a 

proposal to achieve “100,000 Feature-Quality Articles,” Wikipedia’s highest 

quality level, reports that as of February 2009, roughly half of the English 

articles have been assessed for quality, and of those roughly 11,000 were 

considered to be of “Featured” (outstanding and thorough), “A” (very use-

ful and fairly complete), or “Good” (useful to most readers with no obvious 

problems) quality.20 External assessments of Wikipedia quality indicate it is 

at parity with general-purpose print reference works. In December 2005 the 

prestigious science journal Nature reported the findings of a commissioned 

study in which subject experts reviewed forty-two articles in Wikipedia and 

Encyclopaedia Britannica; it concluded “the average science entry in Wiki-

pedia contained around four inaccuracies; Britannica, about three.”21 (This 

was widely reported, discussed, and eventually contested by Britannica.) In 

his 2007 study, George Bragues summarized preceding research by noting 

the balance “leans in favor of Wikipedia, though both the number of stud-

ies, and the proportion of positive to negative points, is far from enough to 

establish any firm conclusions.” His comparison of the biographies of seven 

prominent philosophers across authoritative reference works led him to 

conclude that while Wikipedia sometimes failed to be consistent in topical 

coverage, “The sins of Wikipedia are more of omission than commission.”22 

Clearly, there is much work to be done to make Wikipedia a consistently 

high-quality reference work. On the other hand, the breadth of so many 
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articles means that Wikipedia has extraordinary and up-to-date coverage of 

even the narrowest interests. While it has yet to be assessed, and would fall 

short of featured article status, the article on my Brooklyn neighborhood, 

adjacent to Gowanus Canal, is quite handy.23

The Community

It can be even more difficult to get a sense of the English Wikipedia com-

munity. The “Editing Frequency” page indicates that 41,393 registered 

(logged in) users made five or more edits in September 2008 (the most 

recent published figures).24 Yet this doesn’t represent the hundreds of thou-

sands of contributors who may have previously contributed, those who edit 

“anonymously” or without a consistent identity, and the “Wiki gnomes” 

who may fall short of this threshold—such as myself—but continue to qui-

etly enact small tasks (e.g., fixing a typo) as opportunity presents itself and 

time permits.

Given Wikipedia’s reputation as the encyclopedia “anyone can edit,” 

an early research question was who did most of the work: the few who 

contribute a lot (i.e., the “elite”) or the many who contribute a little (i.e., 

the “bourgeoisie,” “long tail,” “crowd,” or “mob”). Jimmy Wales, Wikipe-

dia cofounder, noted in December 2005 that “half the edits by logged in 

users belong to just 2.5% of logged in users.” This conclusion has since 

been challenged, and the question itself has been reconsidered given that 

one’s definition of “contribution” affects the results (e.g., authoring new 

content, editing, organizing, or discussing policy). Also, the nature of Wiki-

pedia contribution may be changing as it matures. For example, one 2007 

study showed that overall “conflict and coordination tasks” are growing 

faster than that of editing encyclopedic articles.25 Even so, it appears there 

are significant differences in the amount and type of work Wikipedians do, 

and these proportions are changing, but that all contributions are impor-

tant—if not synergistic.26

For those involved in administrative functions (e.g., protecting pages 

from vandalism), “There are 1,675 (as of now) administrator accounts 

(active and otherwise), 906 of them active (as of 2009-08-11).”27 There are 

over two hundred names on the #wikipedia chat channel and there are more 

than seven hundred subscribers to the community Wikizine bulletin.28 On 

the relatively high-traffic wikiEN-l list I counted approximately 180 unique 

posters in the first half of 2009, though I am confident this is a fraction of 
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those subscribed. More topically, “Wikipedia Projects” (or “WikiProjects”) 

are wiki pages in which contributors interested in a particular topic can 

plan and discuss their efforts; there are hundreds of active projects span-

ning the range of topics at Wikipedia.29 (As evidence that the English Wiki-

pedia is stabilizing, none of these numbers have changed significantly over 

the past year.) Again, because of the large and often pseudonymous char-

acter of contribution, it can be difficult to make any sort of demographic 

claims about Wikipedians. However, in April 2009 a preliminary report 

of a Wikipedian survey indicates respondents were predominantly young 

males; almost half have achieved an undergraduate degree30—but given 

their youth more may eventually do so.

I characterize my approach to my subject as a historically informed eth-

nography: observing—and occasionally participating in—the Wikipedia 

online community. While I make use of a broader historical context and 

online archives, I began to follow this community “in real time” in 2004 via 

a number of venues. First, there are the actual Wikipedia pages and edits to 

them; this includes the encyclopedic articles (e.g., “Chemistry”) as well as 

the “meta” pages documenting the policies and norms of Wikipedia itself 

(e.g., “Neutral Point of View”). Second, there is the talk/discussion page 

associated with each article on which conversation about the article occurs 

(e.g., suggestions for improvements). Third, there are mailing lists on which 

more abstract or particularly difficult issues are often discussed; wikiEN-l 

and wiki-l often include discussions of the administration and policies of 

Wikipedia. Also, there are the Wikipedia Signpost and Wikizine newsletters, 

other community forums such as the popular “Village Pump,” and vari-

ous Wikipedia-related blogs, aggregators, and podcasts.31 Fifth, and finally, 

there are the physical spaces in which some community members interact. 

Through Wikipedia “meetups” I’ve attended in New York and annual Wiki-

mania conferences I’ve met a couple dozen contributors. It’s quite easy to 

speak to a new Wikipedian acquaintance about issues of concern to the 

community, and many of these people I’ve spoken to more than once. 

These conversations were informative, but casual. I formally interviewed 

only a handful of sources and otherwise have relied on the public activity 

and discourse of the community.

In sum, there are the tens of thousands of active contributors who are 

familiar with the basic practices and norms of English Wikipedia. This 

includes smaller communities on the scale of hundreds or dozens of 
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members within geographical, functional, and topical boundaries. And the 

English Wikipedia is part of a larger community of multilingual encyclope-

dias and Wikimedia projects.

The Culture

The focus of this book is Wikipedia’s collaborative culture. While I explain 

what I mean by this in chapter 3, I want to first briefly introduce my 

approach and Wikipedia’s core collaborative principles.

In addition to millions of encyclopedic articles, Wikipedia is suffused 

with a coexisting web of practices, discussion, and policy pages, the latter 

of which populate the Wikipedia “project namespace” and “Meta-Wiki” of 

Wikimedia projects.32 A charming example of wiki practice is the awarding 

of a “barnstar,” an image placed on another’s user page to recognize merit. 

“These awards are part of the Kindness Campaign and are meant to promote 

civility and WikiLove. They are a form of warm fuzzy: they are free to give 

and they bring joy to the recipient.”33  There are different stars for dozens of 

virtues, including random acts of kindness, diligence, anti-vandalism, good 

humor, resilience, brilliance, and teamwork. As in any other community, 

at Wikipedia there is also a history of events, set of norms, constellation of 

values, and common lingo. Also, not surprisingly, there is a particular sen-

sibility, including a love of knowledge and a geeky sense of humor. Unlike 

many other communities, most all of this is captured online. Even beyond 

the inherent textual verbosity of other online communities, Wikipedia is 

extraordinarily self-reflective. Most everything is put on a wiki, versioned, 

linked to, referenced, and discussed. And in the tradition of Godwin’s Law 

of Nazi Analogies, an initial set of four observations by Wikipedian Raul654 

in 2004 has become a collection of over two hundred laws by Wikipedians 

describing their own interactions. This proliferation is itself the subject of 

Norbert’s Law: “Once the number of laws in a list exceeds a critical mass 

(about six), the probability of new laws being tortured, unfunny and bland 

rises rapidly to unity.”34 Furthermore, the “WikiSpeak” essay is an ironic 

glossary of terms that gives insight into both Wikipedia’s substance and 

faults. For example, collaboration is defined as “One editor taking credit 

for someone else’s work.”35 (“Raul’s Laws of Wikipedia” and “WikiSpeak” 

definitions also make appearances as chapter epigraphs in this book.)

This wealth of material is a treasure given my interest in understanding 

how people make sense of their experiences of working together. And while 
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I was influenced by varied scholars in conceiving of and executing this 

work, sociologist Harold Garfinkel’s “ethnomethodology” is particularly 

relevant given its focus on “practical activities, practical circumstances, 

and practical sociological reasoning.”36 By “practical sociological reason-

ing” Garfinkel means the discourse and reasoning of the actual participants 

themselves. How a community makes sense of its experience is what Garfin-

kel refers to as “accounting processes.” As Alain Coulon writes in the intro-

duction to Ethnomethodology, it is “the study of the methods that members 

use in their daily lives that enable them to live together and to govern their 

social relationships, whether conflictual or harmonious”; that is, how “the 

actor undertakes to understand his action as well as that of others.”37 The 

two hundred-plus laws posited by Wikipedians are a salient example of the 

community trying to understand itself and its circumstances.

Therefore, much of this book is an exploration of the norms guiding 

Wikipedia collaboration and their related “accounting processes,” but 

there are three core policies central to understanding Wikipedia and are 

worthwhile addressing at the outset: “Neutral Point Of View” (NPOV), “No 

Original Research,” and “Verifiability.” While NPOV at first seems like an 

impossible, or even naïve, reach toward an objectively neutral knowledge, it 

is quite the opposite. The NPOV policy instead recognizes the multitude of 

viewpoints and provides an epistemic stance in which they all can be recog-

nized as instances of human knowledge—right or wrong. The NPOV policy 

seeks to achieve the “fair” presentation of all sides of the dispute.38 Hence, 

the clear goal of providing an encyclopedia of all human knowledge explic-

itly avoids many entanglements. Yet when disagreements do occur they 

often involve alleged violations of NPOV. Accusations of and discussions 

about bias are common within the community and any “POV pushing”—as 

Wikipedians say—is seen as compromising the quality of the articles and 

the ability for disparate people to work together. However, violations of 

NPOV are not necessarily purposeful, but can result from the ignorance of 

a new participant or the heat of an argument. In some circumstances, the 

debate legitimately raises substantive questions about NPOV. In any case, 

while some perceive NPOV as a source of conflict, it may act instead as a 

conduit: reducing conflict and otherwise channeling arguments in the pro-

ductive context of developing an encyclopedia.

The other two policies of “No Original Research” and “Verifiability” 

are both about attribution, meaning, “All material in Wikipedia must be 
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attributable to a reliable, published source.”39 The latter principle obviously 

is important for an encyclopedia that “anyone can edit.” Furthermore, and 

perhaps more importantly, the notion of “No Original Research” permits 

the community to avoid arguments about pet theories and vanity links 

(i.e., when a person links from Wikipedia to a site they wish to promote). 

If you have “a great idea that you think should become part of the cor-

pus of knowledge that is Wikipedia, the best approach is to publish your 

results in a good peer-reviewed journal, and then document your work in 

an appropriately nonpartisan manner.”40 Since Wikipedia does not publish 

original research, “Verifiability” then implies that “readers are able to check 

that material added to Wikipedia has already been published by a reliable 

source, not whether we think it is true.”41 In a sense, a Wikipedia article can 

be no better than its sources.

These three policies of “Neutral Point of View,” “No Original Research,” 

and “Verifiability” have been characterized as the “holy trinity” of Wikipe-

dia,42 without one being preeminent over any other, according to Wales:

I consider all three of these to be different aspects of the same thing, ultimately. And 

at the moment, when I think about any examples of apparent tensions between the 

three, I think the right answer is to follow all three of them or else just leave it out 

of Wikipedia. We know, with some certainty, that all three of these will mean that 

Wikipedia will have less content than otherwise, and in some cases will prevent the 

addition of true statements. For example, a brilliant scientist conceives of a new 

theory which happens to be true, but so far unpublished. We will not cover it, we 

will not let this scientist publish it in Wikipedia. A loss, to be sure. But a much much 

bigger gain on average, since we are not qualified to evaluate such things, and we 

would otherwise be overwhelmed with abject nonsense from POV pushing lunatics. 

There is no simple a priori answer to every case, but good editorial judgment and the 

negotiation of reasonable people committed to quality is the best that humans have 

figured out so far.:) —Jimbo Wales 15:33, 15 August 2006 (UTC)43

Such Wikipedia policies and Wikipedian discourse are central to the cul-

tural account I present. I approached these policies and discourse as a “nat-

uralistic inquiry,” that is, an emergent process in which I collected texts 

relevant to Wikipedia collaboration; these were categorized, carefully con-

sidered, and refined as I continued to engage the community.44 As of August 

2009 I’ve collected over 1,300 Wikipedia-related primary sources.45 (I pres-

ent such sources mostly verbatim—with minimal corrections or editorial 

caveats such as “[sic]”—and use names as provided, including idiosyncratic 

spellings.) I’ve also participated in the community by attending meetings 
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and editing a few pages. While there is a temptation to alter Wikipedia 

to suit one’s purposes—as journalists, lobbyists, and disputing Wikipedi-

ans have discovered—I’ve purposively avoided policy and edit disputes. As 

organizational ethnographer John Van Maanen writes, “an ethnography is 

a written representation of a culture” and so I’ve attempted to “display the 

culture in a way that is meaningful to readers without great distortion.”46 

And much as Henry Jenkins admits that his fondness for the fan cultures he 

studies might “color” what is said, it also implies “a high degree of respon-

sibility and accountability to the groups being discussed.”47

This Book, in Short

A hazard in thinking about new phenomena—such as the Web, wiki, or 

Wikipedia—is to aggrandize novelty at the expense of the past. To mini-

mize this inclination I remind myself of the proverb “the more things 

change, the more they stay the same.” Therefore, I begin in chapter 2 with 

an argument that Wikipedia is an heir to a twentieth-century vision of uni-

versal access and goodwill; an idea advocated by H. G. Wells and Paul Otlet 

almost a century ago. This vision is inspired by technological innovation—

microfilm and index cards then, digital networks today—and driven by the 

encyclopedic impulse to capture and index everything known. In some 

ways my argument is an extension of that made by historian Boyd Ray-

ward who notes similarities between Paul Otlet’s information “Repertory” 

and Project Xanadu, an early hypertext system.48 My effort entails not only 

showing similarities in the aspirations and technical features of these older 

visions and Wikipedia, but also recovering and placing a number of Wiki-

pedia’s predecessors (e.g., Project Gutenberg, Interpedia, Nupedia) within 

this history.

In chapter 3, I turn to an essential feature linking Wikipedia to the pur-

suit of the universal encyclopedia and to Wikipedia’s success: its good faith 

collaborative culture. While the relevance of “prosocial” norms has been 

noted by other scholars (along with notions of trust, empathy, and reci-

procity), Wikipedia provides an excellent opportunity, because of its reflec-

tive documentation and discourse, to see how such norms emerge and how 

they are enacted and understood. I focus on the norms of “Neutral Point of 

View” and “Assume Good Faith” to argue that an open perspective on both 

knowledge claims and other contributors, respectively, makes for extraordinary 
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collaborative potential. However, unlike the incompletely realized poten-

tial of earlier visions, Wikipedia is very real and very messy. How the com-

munity wrestles with issues of openness, decision making, and leadership 

can offer insight into collaborative cultures.

A facet of the universal encyclopedic vision has been an increase in 

the accessibility of knowledge. Wikipedia takes this further, by increas-

ing access to information and its production. In chapter 4 I present the 

Wikipedia community as an open content community. This notion is inspired 

by FOSS and the subsequent popularization of “openness,” but focuses on 

community rather than copyright licenses. I then consider four cases that 

challenge Wikipedia’s openness as “the free encyclopedia that anyone can 

edit.” In the first case I ask: is Wikipedia really something anyone can edit? 

That is, when Wikipedia implemented new technical features to help limit 

vandalization of the site, did it make Wikipedia more or less open? In the 

second case I describe the way in which a maturing open content com-

munity’s requirement to interact with the sometimes “closed” world of law 

affects its openness. In this case, I review Wikipedia’s “office action” in 

which agents of Wikipedia act privately so as to mitigate potential legal 

problems, though this is contrary to the community values of deliberation 

and transparency. Third, I briefly review concerns of how bureaucratiza-

tion within Wikipedia itself might threaten openness. Finally, I explore a 

case in which a closed (female-only) group is set up outside of, and perhaps 

because of, the “openness” of the larger Wikipedia community.

Beyond the more abstract question of openness, the fact that the com-

munity has a porous boundary and a continuous churn of pseudonymous 

and anonymous users means there are significant challenges in working 

together and making decisions. H. G. Wells thought his “World Encyclo-

pedia” should be more than an information repository; it should also be a 

“clearinghouse of misunderstandings.”49 By reviewing a specific “misun-

derstanding” about the naming of television show articles, I explore the 

benefits, challenges, and meaning of consensus at Wikipedia. Specifically, 

by contextualizing Wikipedia practice relative to other communities (e.g., 

Quakers and Internet standards organizations) I show how consensus is 

understood and practiced despite difficulties arising from the relative lack 

of resources other consensus communities have from the start.

And just as the complexities inherent in the understanding and practice 

of good faith, openness, and consensus reveal the character of Wikipedia 
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and prompt insights into human interaction, the question of leadership 

in this type of community is also revealing. In open content communi-

ties, like Wikipedia, there often is a seemingly paradoxical use of the title 

“benevolent dictator” for leaders. In chapter 6, I explore discourse around 

the use of this moniker so as to address how leadership works in open con-

tent communities and why Wikipedia collaboration looks the way it does 

today. To do this, I make use of the notion of “authorial” leadership: lead-

ers must parlay merit resulting from authoring something significant into a 

form of authority that can also be used in an autocratic fashion, to arbitrate 

between those of good faith or defend against those of bad faith, with a soft 

touch and humor when—and only when—necessary.

Finally, in chapter 7 I focus on the cultural reception and interpreta-

tion of Wikipedia. The collaborative way in which Wikipedia is produced 

has caught the attention of the world. Discourse about the efficacy and 

legitimacy of such a work abound, from the news pages of the New York 

Times to the satire of The Onion. Building on the literature concerning the 

controversies that have surrounded other reference works, such as Harvey 

Einbinder’s The Myth of the Britannica and Herbert Morton’s The Story of 

Webster’s Third,50 I make a broader argument that reference works can serve 

as a flashpoint for larger social anxieties about technological and social 

change. With this understanding in hand, I try to make sense of the social 

unease embodied in and prompted by Wikipedia by way of four themes: 

collaborative practice, universal vision, encyclopedic impulse, and techno-

logical inspiration.

I conclude with a reflection upon H. G. Wells’s complaint of the puzzle 

of wasted knowledge and global discord. Seventy years later, Wikipedia’s 

logo is that of a not yet complete global jigsaw puzzle. This coincidence is 

representative of a shared dream across the decades. The metaphor of the 

puzzle is useful in understanding Wikipedia collaboration: NPOV ensures 

that we can join the scattered pieces of what we think we know and good 

faith facilitates the actual practice of fitting them together.





2 The Pursuit of the Universal Encyclopedia

sum of all human knowledge adj.: Descriptive of the ultimate aim of Wikipedia. 

Regretfully, the vast majority of human knowledge is not, in actual fact, of interest 

to anyone, and the benefit of recording this collective total is dubious at best.

—WikiSpeak

In March 2000 Jimmy Wales, cofounder of Wikipedia and its Nupedia pro-

genitor, sent his first message to the Nupedia email list: “My dream is that 

someday this encyclopedia will be available for just the cost of printing to 

schoolhouses across the world, including ‘3rd world’ countries that won’t 

be able to afford widespread internet access for years. How many African 

villages can afford a set of Britannicas? I suppose not many. . . .”1 In this 

statement one can find a particular type of Enlightenment aspiration: a 

universal encyclopedic vision of increased information access and goodwill. 

Richard Schwab, a scholar of the Enlightenment and Encyclopédie, wrote 

that at that time thinkers were coming to recognize that “cumulatively 

they were a force in the world” and possessed “a new solidarity and power 

to advance human affairs.”2 For example, Denis Diderot (1713–1784), edi-

tor of the Encyclopédie, wrote that it was developed by a society of men 

working separately on their respective tasks “but all bound together solely 

by their zeal for the best interests of the human race and the feeling of 

mutual good will.” The aim of this effort was “to collect all the knowledge 

that now lies scattered over the face of the earth, to make known its general 

structure to men among whom we live, and to transmit it to those who 

will come after us.”3 Historian Richard Yeo describes the universalistic prin-

ciples underlying so much of the Enlightenment culture as “the ideal of 

transportable knowledge, the communication of ideas across national and 

confessional boundaries; the ability of individuals, where ever they lived, 
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whatever their social status, to participate in a universal conversation. . . . 

These [reference] works offered the possibility of a reliable codification of 

knowledge by seeking to record any consensus, and by fixing the meaning 

of terms.” As an example of unbridled optimism, Yeo cites the French social 

thinker and encyclopedist Henri Saint-Simon’s (1760–1825) forecast that 

lasting peace could be achieved between France and England within a year 

of jointly undertaking work on a “New Encyclopedia.”4

Granted, one can poke fun at the pretense of summarizing “all human 

knowledge,” as is done in the WikiSpeak definition at the start of this chap-

ter. Creating a world encyclopedia, much less world peace, is a difficult task 

and the trivia found on Wikipedia is a source of delight to some and deri-

sion to others. Nonetheless, the coupling of increased information access 

with human accord is a long-held dream. While its advocates are some-

times overly exuberant they can also be pragmatic, as seen in Wales’s 2004 

“Letter from the Founder”:

Our mission is to give freely the sum of the world’s knowledge to every single per-

son on the planet in the language of their choice, under a free license, so that they 

can modify, adapt, reuse, or redistribute it, at will. And, by “every single person on 

the planet,” I mean exactly that, so we have to remember that much of our target 

audience is not yet able to access the Internet reliably, if at all. . . . Our community 

already comes from a huge variety of backgrounds, and over time the variety will 

only increase. The only way we can coordinate our efforts in an efficient manner 

to achieve the goals we have set for ourselves, is to love our work and to love each 

other, even when we disagree. Mutual respect and a reasonable approach to disagree-

ment are essential . . . on this incredible ridiculous crazy fun project to change the 

world.

None of us is perfect in these matters; such is the human condition. But each of 

us can try each day, in our editing, in our mailing list posts, in our irc [Internet Relay] 

chats, and in our private emails, to reach for a higher standard than the Internet usu-

ally encourages, a standard of rational benevolence and love.5

Furthermore, whereas Wales conceived of his encyclopedia reaching those 

without access to the Internet, technology is central to the modern ver-

sion of the vision.6 Technology is expected to facilitate a radically acces-

sible resource that bridges the distance between people. As recounted in 

Tom Standage’s history of the telegraph (i.e., the “Victorian Internet”), 

the “rapid distribution of news was thought to promote universal peace, 

truthfulness, and mutual understanding.”7 H. G. Wells felt that “Encyclo-

paedic enterprise has not kept pace with material progress” but when the 
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“modern facilities of transport, radio, [and] photographic reproduction” 

were embraced the creation of a permanent world encyclopedia would be 

“a way to world peace”: “Quietly and sanely this new encyclopaedia will, 

not so much overcome these archaic discords, as deprive them, steadily 

but imperceptibly, of their present reality.”8 One can even see the univer-

sal vision in a different sort of technology altogether: the airplane. Joseph 

Corn, in The Winged Gospel, tells of high aeronautical expectations. “Air 

Globes,” representations of the earth and its cities without political or geo-

graphical boundaries, were deployed in the classroom to tangibly symbol-

ize “the new world which Americans believed the airplane was about to 

create, a world of peace where national boundaries and topographical fea-

tures were no longer pertinent.”9

This technological inspiration and aspiration for global accord is quite 

in keeping with the heritage of Wikipedia described in this chapter—and 

globes are a recurrent motif in this work. And while one can draw parallels 

between Wikipedia, the Enlightenment, and even aeronautics or ancient 

encyclopedic efforts, I focus on the twentieth century. (Contemporary 

visionaries frequently reference the ancient world’s lost Library of Alexan-

dria as a historic predecessor; the desire to link the vision across the ages is 

also seen in the announcement of the new Bibliotheca Alexandria hosting 

the Wikimania 2008 conference.10) In the following pages I touch upon 

important moments in the pursuit of the universal encyclopedia, a tech-

nologically inspired reference work with progressive intentions, from early 

documentalists to Wikipedia; along the way I also ask why it took so long 

for this vision to become a reality.

The Index Card and Microfilm

The idea of a personal encyclopedic device is frequently attributed to Van-

nevar Bush (1890–1974), an electrical engineer and advocate of America’s 

war research program. In a 1945 article entitled “As We May Think,” he 

famously outlined the idea for a memex, an “enlarged intimate supplement” 

to memory. This was envisioned as an electromechanical microfilm device 

“in which an individual stores all his books, records, and communications, 

and which is mechanized so that it may be consulted with exceeding speed 

and flexibility.” Noting that for a nickel, the Britannica could be placed on 

8.5-by-11-inch microfilm and mailed anywhere for a cent, Bush predicted 
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“wholly new forms of encyclopedias will appear, ready-made with a mesh 

of associative trails running through them, ready to be dropped into the 

memex and there amplified.” Thus science might continue to advance 

without forgetting the wisdom of hard-earned experience, including sci-

ence’s darker, “cruel,” applications in warfare.11

However, the memex was proposed in a larger context of lesser-known 

microfilm technologies and innovators. In fact, the beginning of the twen-

tieth century was a seminal period for internationalism and information 

science. In America, Melvil Dewey (1851–1931) proffered his decimal sys-

tem, founded library institutions, attempted American spelling reform, and 

advocated for the metric system. In Germany, Wilhelm Ostwald (1853–

1932) invested much of the award from his Nobel Prize for Chemistry in 

Die Brücke (“The Bridge”), an international institute he cofounded for orga-

nizing intellectual work across the world. Emanuel Goldberg (1881–1970), 

once a student of Ostwald’s, advanced imaging technologies and developed 

a “Statistical Machine” by which microfilm records could be indexed and 

subsequently retrieved. In France, Suzanne Briet (1894–1989) pioneered 

information services at the Bibliothèque Nationale and internationally 

advanced the theoretical, educational, and institutional development of 

documentation.12 Such efforts were often inspired by a new awareness of 

global interdependence and contemporary technologies such as the index 

card and microfilm. Also, early documentalists were of a time—one might 

even say an “age” or “movement”—when the efforts and ideas of one 

inspired and influenced others. One can trace Wikipedia’s heritage back to 

this period, as seen most clearly in the writings of two twentieth-century 

visionaries: Paul Otlet and H. G. Wells.

Paul Otlet and the Universal Bibliographic Repertory

As a boy, the Belgian Paul Otlet (1868–1944) played at the task of extracting 

and organizing knowledge: he and his brother drew up a charter for a “Lim-

ited Company of Useful Knowledge.”13 At the age of eighteen he wrote in 

his diary, “I write down everything that goes through my mind, but none 

of it has a sequel. At the moment there is only one thing I must do! That is, 

to gather together my material of all kinds, and connect in with everything 

else I had done up till now.”14 Throughout his life Otlet was beholden to a 

vision of technology as a means of dissembling, synthesizing, and distribut-

ing knowledge on an international scale. Later in life, in 1918, he wrote his 
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vision was supported by “three great trends” of his time: “the power of asso-

ciations, technological progress and the democratic orientation of institu-

tions.”15 New technologies of the day included loose-leaf binders, index 

cards, and microphotography. For example, Otlet and Robert Goldschmidt, 

an engineer and microphotography pioneer, estimated that a small can of 

film could hold 80,000 square meters of photographic documents such that 

books would soon be compact, light, permanent, inexpensive, durable, and 

easy to produce, conserve, and consult.16 However, it was the humble 3-by-

5-inch index card that would be the basis of some of his most profound 

insights.17

Otlet’s career began in earnest in 1891 when he joined, as a young law-

yer, the Society for Social and Political Studies, under Henri La Fontaine, 

director of the Society’s bibliographic program and future collaborator. The 

span of Otlet’s career would include helping found a universal bibliographic 

database/encyclopedia, an international library and museum, and numer-

ous international associations.18 Furthermore, in his most famous publica-

tion of 1934, Traité de Documentation, he wrote of a desk in the form of a 

wheel from which different projects (workspaces) could be switched as they 

rotated—foreshadowing the multiple desktops and tabs of contemporary 

computer interfaces. Inspired by the arrival of radio, phonograph, cinema, 

and television, Otlet also posited that there were as yet many “inventions 

to be discovered,” including the reading and annotation of remote docu-

ments and computer speech.19

Yet there are three less speculative ideas that I think are particularly rel-

evant to today’s Web and Wikipedia: the Repertory, the Universal Decimal 

Classification (UDC), and the “monographic principle.” The first two proj-

ects, of information collection and classification, arose following the first 

International Conference of Bibliography, in 1895, and were carried out 

at the newly created International Institute of Bibliography (IIB).20 What 

began as a bibliographic “Repertory” of author files and classified subject 

files came to include repertories of image files (“iconographic”) in 1905 and 

full text files (“dossiers”) in 1907. The collections grew quickly; by 1912 the 

bibliographic repertory contained over nine million entries, and by 1914 

the textual dossier “contained a million items in 10,000 subject files.”21 

Much like the millions of Wikipedia articles, and its thousands of categories 

and lists, we see a shared concern with collecting and ordering the world’s 

knowledge.



22 Chapter 2

Of course, how could one possibly refer to and access all of this infor-

mation? Otlet proposed a classification scheme which anticipated more 

recent information technologies. The UDC, based on the Dewey Decimal 

System, spanned over two thousand pages in its first full edition (1904–

1907). Much like the URLs of today’s Web, the UDC enabled one to refer 

to materials deposited in the inventory of the Repertory. In addition to 

the relatively simple—though extensive—scheme of decimal division, Otlet 

complemented his system with a set of symbols specifying addition, exten-

sion, algebraic subgrouping, and language.22 For example the UDC nota-

tion “069.9(100)‘1851’(410.11)” specifies The Great Exhibition of 1851 in 

London.23 This capability made the UDC more than a classification system: 

it was a primitive query language permitting one to specify a subset of the 

catalog. Indeed, a search service with documented guidelines for queries 

was provided until the early 1970s.24 However, while being able to uniquely 

identify a resource on the Web today continues to be important, the way in 

which we manage most online information is no longer so carefully orga-

nized—and this is thought to be a feature to some, rather than a bug. As 

David Weinberger writes in his book Everything Is Miscellaneous: The Power of 

the New Digital Disorder, we might think of attempts at managing informa-

tion in three historical orders: the order of manipulation and ordering in 

which physical objects are arranged (e.g., the shelving of a book); the use 

of metadata and the catalog (i.e., using a second-order surrogate—where 

we might place Otlet’s innovations); and today’s disorder (i.e., fluid, ad 

hoc, temporary, and disposable). Weinberger writes, “The third order takes 

the territory subjugated by classification and liberates it. Instead of forc-

ing it into categories, it tags it.”25 As I note in chapter 7, the notion of 

the “crowd” creating and managing knowledge is profoundly disturbing to 

some, as is a notion I think even more relevant to discourse about knowl-

edge: the “monographic principle.”26

This primary tenet of Otlet’s schemes permitted one to “detach what 

the book amalgamates, to reduce all that is complex to its elements and 

to devote a page [or index card] to each.” Pages and cards would not be 

bound, but “movable, that is to say, at any moment the cards held fast 

by a pin or a connecting rod or any other method of conjunction can be 

released.”27 (This is a perfect example of the ideal of “transportable knowl-

edge” Richard Yeo speaks of with respect to the Enlightenment.) Elsewhere, 

Otlet wrote, “The external make-up of a book, its format, the personality 
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of its author are unimportant provided that its substance, its sources and 

its conclusions are preserved and can be made an integral part of the orga-

nization of knowledge.”28 Otlet envisioned being able to condense books 

and to strip them of their opinion so as to create “good” abstracts and even 

“scientific” book reviews.29 As he wrote of his vision in 1903, the result, 

“This book, the ‘Biblion,’ the Source, the permanent Encyclopedia, the 

Summa” would “constitute a systematic, complete current registration of 

all the facts relating to a particular branch of knowledge. It will be formed 

by linking together materials and elements scattered in all relevant publica-

tions.”30 This sounds much like today’s Web and Wikipedia. Furthermore, 

Wikipedia’s concern with attribution (i.e., the “Verifiability” and “No Orig-

inal Research” policies) can be seen in an intention of Otlet for his own 

project: “Readers, abstractors, systematisers, abbreviators, summarizers and 

ultimately synthesizers, they will be persons whose function is not original 

research or the development of new knowledge or even teaching existing 

systematic knowledge. Rather their function will be to preserve what has 

been discovered, to gather in our intellectual harvests, [to] classify the ele-

ments of knowledge.”31

Additionally, beyond his dedication to the technological component 

of the universal vision, Otlet was an internationalist and supported the 

foundation of the League of Nations and The International Institute for 

International Cooperation (which would become UNESCO) with Henri La 

Fontaine. Whereas La Fontaine would be recognized with a 1913 Noble 

Peace Prize for his international efforts, Otlet’s documentation efforts were 

largely forgotten. Prior to World War II the Belgian government withdrew 

its funding, and many of the holdings were lost when the Repertory’s home 

(at the Palais du Cinquantenaire) was occupied by German forces; over sub-

sequent decades the collections fell into disuse and obscurity.

While the UDC is perhaps Otlet’s most lasting contribution, it was not 

until historian Boyd Rayward “rediscovered” Otlet and argued that his 

vision anticipated the early hypertext of Ted Nelson’s Project Xanadu that 

Otlet was again appreciated by those interested in the history of informa-

tion science.32 (And interest has become even more wide ranging: in June 

2008 the New York Times published an article about Otlet and the establish-

ment of a new museum and archive in Belgium.33) Rayward wrote his essay 

“Visions of Xanadu” in 1994, unaware of the nascent Web and that Xanadu 

would never be deployed. In this chapter I make a similar argument except 
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that I believe Otlet’s Repertory foreshadowed Wikipedia. The Repertory was 

international, multilingual, collaborative, and predicated on technological 

possibility, much like Wikipedia today.

H. G. Wells and the “World Brain”

H. G. Wells, the English novelist famous for his science fiction, was also 

captivated by advances in technology and the notion of a universal ref-

erence work. (While Rayward could find no evidence of direct contact 

between Wells and Otlet, he thinks it very likely that they at least knew 

of each other from their mutual attendance at the 1937 Documentation 

Congress in Paris.34) Like Otlet, Wells’s notion of a universal reference work 

was not an immediate and solitary brainstorm; it was the culmination of 

a number of long-standing interests as prompted by the circumstances of 

his time. First, in his outline of a Modern Utopia in 1905, Wells wrote of the 

implications of index cards:

A little army of attendants would be at work upon this index day and night . . . con-

stantly engaged in checking back thumb-marks and numbers, an incessant stream 

of information would come, of births, of deaths, of arrivals at inns, of applications 

to post-offices for letters, of tickets taken for long journeys, of criminal convictions, 

marriages, applications for public doles and the like. . . . So the inventory of the State 

would watch its every man and the wide world write its history as the fabric of its 

destiny flowed on.35

Second, since at least 1928, Wells had been advocating for an internation-

alist revolution, one world government, or “Open Conspiracy.”36 Informa-

tion historian Dave Muddiman aptly identifies the key elements of this 

“modern” program as: “universalism and the ‘World State’; planning and a 

central organization; a faith in scientific and technical advance, education, 

professionalism, expertise and benevolent socialism.”37 (Understandably, 

the idea of a “World State” that kept tabs on its citizens in such a pervasive 

manner can be thought to be more dystopian than otherwise and counter 

to our current political sentiments;38 but Wells thought of these things in 

an optimistic light.)

Third, Wells was beginning to think of artifacts (like books) and insti-

tutions (like museums) as a type of “super-human memory” that would 

prompt a mental expansion for which “the only visible limit is our planet 

and the entire human species.”39 Each of these threads found their way 

into his 1936 proposal for a world encyclopedia, or, as he liked to call it, 
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a “World Brain.” (Otlet, too, at least once made reference to an “artificial 

brain” and Wilhelm Ostwald wrote of a “Gehirn der Welt” (World Brain) 

in 1912.40) Given advances in technology and the insecurity of the interwar 

period, Wells believed that intellectual resources were squandered: “We live 

in a world of unused and misapplied knowledge and skill” and “profes-

sional men of intelligence have great offerings but do not form a coher-

ent body that can be brought to general affairs.” He hoped that a world 

encyclopedia could “solve the problem of that jig-saw puzzle and bring all 

the scattered and ineffective mental wealth of our world into something 

like a common understanding.” Beyond producing a resource for students 

and scholars, it would be an institution of “adjustment and adjudication; 

a clearinghouse of misunderstandings.” Ultimately, he hoped that such an 

institution would further the movement toward “unification and perhaps 

the abandonment of war.” But “without a World Encyclopedia to hold 

men’s minds together in a common interpretation of reality, there’s no 

hope whatever of anything but an accidental and transitory alleviation to 

any of our world troubles.”41

With respect to technology, given the resources of “micro-photography” 

Wells felt: “the time is close at hand when a student, in any part of the 

world, will be able to sit with his projector in his own study at his or her 

convenience to examine any book, any document, in exact replica.” And 

much like one of Wikipedia’s greatest strengths, it need not limit itself as a 

“row of volumes printed and published once and for all” but could instead 

be “a sort of mental clearinghouse for the mind, a depot where knowl-

edge and ideas are received, sorted, summarized, digested, clarified, and 

compared” in “continual correspondence” with all that was happening in 

the world.42 Furthermore, he proposed that the encyclopedia be in a single 

language (English) as it was difficult to otherwise conceive of a polyglot 

project satisfying his goal of social unity. Yet, it is also difficult to conceive 

how any such project could be genuinely universal when limited to a single 

language. In the case of Wikipedia, it began as an English-language work 

and this version remains the largest, but there are now encyclopedias in 

other languages. While policy for the Wikimedia projects at large continues 

to be discussed on the English-language email lists and the Meta wiki, the 

different language communities are largely autonomous. (However, multi-

lingual participants do often participate across different projects, and ency-

clopedic articles in one language can now link to their alternative language 
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versions.) For Wells, perhaps English was only the initial, expedient step as 

he expected a universal (English-like) language would ultimately prevail in 

his “Modern Utopia.”43

In keeping with the universal vision, and anticipating a key Wikipedia 

norm, H. G. Wells was concerned that his World Brain be an “encyclopedia 

appealing to all mankind,” and therefore it must remain open to corrective 

criticism, be skeptical of myths (no matter how “venerated”) and guard 

against “narrowing propaganda.”44 This strikes me as similar to the plural-

ism inherent in the Wikipedia “Neutral Point of View” goal of “represent-

ing significant views fairly, proportionately, and without bias.”45 And even 

going beyond Wikipedia’s “No Original Research” policy, Wells thought 

the World Brain repository “should consist of selections, quotations, and 

abstracts as assembled by authorities—one need not create summaries.”46 

However, one must note that his propensity to write with others’ works 

close at hand, as he admits to with respect to the Britannica, perhaps led to 

plagiarism that was also indicative of larger character faults.47

In any case, despite claims of plagiarism, character faults, and his uto-

pian expectations that people find alternatively progressive and frighten-

ing, Wells was a dedicated internationalist and forever looking toward the 

future. Like La Fontaine and Otlet, Wells thought the examples of The 

League of Nations, the Committee on Intellectual Cooperation in Paris, and 

the World Congress of Documentation were models, in spirit and applica-

tion, for his own project. Yet unlike Otlet’s efforts, which were well known 

in their time, the World Brain never materialized beyond the ardent vision 

of an author.

Digital Computers and Networks

I argue that in the first half of the twentieth century (via the examples 

of Otlet and Wells) we can discern a technologically inspired vision of a 

universal encyclopedia. This vision included collaborative capabilities—

or, as Vannevar Bush spoke of, “amplifying” the contributions of others. 

For Otlet and Wells this collaboration was also part of their international-

ist commitment. “Madame Documentation” Suzanne Briet captured this 

sentiment when she wrote of her library’s reading room of three hundred 

patrons: “peaceful with their books. Peace through books.”48 Even Bush, an 
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architect of the atomic weapons program, hoped a better (machine-aided) 

memory would not let us forget the horrors of war. Yet, in the first half of 

the twentieth century, these visions were never satisfactorily fulfilled. For 

one, microfilm wasn’t up to the task. As Anthony West wrote in a biogra-

phy of his father H. G. Wells, “he saw before too long the technology for 

the storage and retrieval systems that such a thing would require was still 

lacking, and that its time had not yet come.”49 However, in the latter half 

of the twentieth century a new technology, the computer network, engen-

dered new possibilities and thus inspired new directions in the creation of 

encyclopedias. And while the expectation that a networked encyclopedia 

would herald a new era of world peace lessened, the likelihood of a widely 

accessible and collaborative encyclopedia increased.50 Even so, why did it 

take so long for the vision of “wholly new forms of encyclopedias” to be 

realized in the form of Wikipedia? In this section I use moments from the 

history of hypertext and digital networks to argue that it required an align-

ment of a coherent goal, technical practicality, and serendipity: vision, 

pragmatics, and happenstance.

Project Xanadu

One ancestral line of Wikipedia’s digital lineage is that of hypertext, includ-

ing Ted Nelson’s Project Xanadu, “the original hypertext and interactive 

multimedia system.” Nelson’s initial 1960 design “showed two screen 

windows connected by visible lines, pointing from parts of an object in 

one window to corresponding parts of an object in another window.”51 

(Because Nelson coined the terms hypertext and hypermedia, Xanadu natu-

rally is the first system to be labeled as such, though as Nelson himself 

notes, “Douglas Engelbart’s NLS system at Stanford Research Institute was 

really the first hypertext system.” Engelbart was the inventor of “word 

processing, outline processing, screen windows, the mouse, [and] the text 

link”52—and is discussed briefly in the next chapter.) Since then, Project 

Xanadu has had a complicated history of redesigns and attempts at com-

mercial viability. Yet despite such difficulties, as conceived there were sig-

nificant parallels between this work and its predecessors.53 Its very name is 

a playful reference to the more fanciful aspirations of the universal vision. 

(The name was chosen in honor of Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s unfinished 

poem “Kubla Khan.”54) And the influence of Bush’s memex on Nelson is 
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evidenced by Bush’s essay appearing as an appendix in Nelson’s seminal 

Literary Machines.55 Even the index card appears in journalist Kevin Kelly’s 

story of meeting Nelson in 1984:

Wearing a ballpoint pen on a string around his neck, he told me—way too earnestly 

for a bar at 4 o’clock in the afternoon— about his scheme for organizing all the 

knowledge of humanity. Salvation lay in cutting up 3 x 5 cards, of which he had 

plenty. . . . He spoke of “transclusion” and “intertwingularity” as he described the 

grand utopian benefits of his embedded structure. It was going to save the world 

from stupidity.56

This utopian characterization is not a journalist’s fancy. In his book Liter-

ary Machines Nelson called for the support of “brilliant people looking for 

adventure and a challenge.” He declared: “We have to save mankind from 

an almost certain and immediately approaching doom through the appli-

cation, expansion and dissemination of intelligence. Not artificial, but the 

human kind.”57 This apocalyptic fear is echoed in H. G. Wells’s parallel call 

“for a gigantic effort to pull together the mind of the race before it is alto-

gether too late” as he feared that without “an educational revolution, a new 

Encyclopedism . . . we shall, as humanity, perish.”58

However, as the Web gained popular attention, Nelson and his support-

ers came to feel the potential and priority of the vision he had been advo-

cating for two decades were not satisfactorily respected. Indeed, an irony of 

the universal vision is that its proponents are often unfamiliar with their 

predecessors and disappointed with their successors.59 So, when the Web 

began its precipitous growth, largely incognizant of Xanadu, Nelson and 

his colleagues developed a defensive attitude toward this upstart and their 

own portrayal in the press. A 1995 Wired article entitled “The Curse of Xan-

adu” prompted a particularly irked and detailed response from Nelson.60 

This contention between proponents of Xanadu and those of the Web has 

quieted to some extent in recent years because of the acknowledged domi-

nance of the Web and the honors now accorded to Nelson. Even so, Project 

Xanadu’s mission statement still reads: “The World Wide Web (another 

imitation of paper) trivializes our original hypertext model with one-way 

ever-breaking links and no management of version or contents. WE FIGHT 

ON.”61 In any case, while Project Xanadu inspired a generation of sophisti-

cated desktop hypertext systems,62 and the Web became the ubiquitous—

if limited—networked system we use today, it was the wiki that made a 

dynamic and versioned Internet hypertext system widely available.
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Project Gutenberg

A second line of digital lineage originates in Project Gutenberg. Started 

roughly at the same time as Xanadu, Gutenberg’s mission is the provi-

sion of free ebooks. Whereas Xanadu was focused on innovative ways of 

interfacing with information, Michael Hart, a student at the University 

of Illinois, started Gutenberg in 1971 to provide online access to existing 

print information. The story of its birth is rendered in almost mythical 

terms. Through friends Hart gained access to a Xerox Sigma Five main-

frame computer at the university’s Materials Research Lab; such a machine 

was extraordinarily expensive, and consequently, access to it was a valuable 

privilege. In fact, many of Project Gutenberg’s introductory materials stress 

that such access was worth hundreds of thousands if not millions of dollars: 

“At any rate, Michael decided there was nothing he could do, in the way of 

‘normal computing,’ that would repay the huge value of the computer time 

he had been given . . . so he had to create $100,000,000 worth of value in 

some other manner.”63

Envisioning a time when computers would be widely accessible—indeed, 

this computer was one of the first twenty-three that would become the Inter-

net64—Hart began typing in a copy of the United States Declaration of Inde-

pendence he happened to have in his backpack. And so “Project Gutenberg 

was born as Michael stated that he had ‘earned’ the $100,000,000 because a 

copy of the Declaration of Independence would eventually be an electronic 

fixture in the computer libraries of 100,000,000 of the computer users of 

the future.”65 Beyond being one of the first free publicly accessible cultural 

resources on the Internet, Project Gutenberg is relevant to the history of the 

universal encyclopedic vision and Wikipedia for two additional reasons.

Initial contributions to Project Gutenberg were like Hart’s inputting of 

the Declaration of Independence: a single contributor typing in the whole 

text. Whereas in one profile of the project it is claimed that Hart typed in 

the first one hundred books,66 Hart recalls,“I had plenty of help, even back 

in those days, though it was mostly anonymous, and even _I_ did not know 

who typed most of the first dozen or two that I didn’t do.”67 This was labori-

ous work, and in time the majority of texts being submitted were scanned 

and interpreted by optical character recognition (OCR) software. Yet this 

is an imperfect technology because books age and typefaces can be var-

ied. The greatest challenge to Project Gutenberg was how to apportion and 

coordinate the work of volunteers who might have enough time to correct 
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a chapter’s worth of work, but not a whole book. In 2000, Charles Frank 

launched Distributed Proofreaders, a complementary project to Gutenberg 

that would “allow several proofreaders to be working on the same book at 

the same time, each proofreading on different pages.”68 Each page of the 

work undergoes two proofreadings that are reconciled by a “post-proces-

sor.” The importance of distributed proofreading is that it permits massive 

collaboration. Research on Free and Open Source Software (FOSS) develop-

ment has identified this characteristic of content production as asynchro-

nous and incremental “micro-contributions.”69 It is also cumulative, as Ted 

Nelson noted about hypertext: data can be “reorganized constantly without 

losing their previous organization” and therefore “order becomes cumula-

tive—unlike most computer systems.”70 Indeed, Distributed Proofreaders’ 

maxim is “a page a day”—but on average readers proof more than that. 

This feature of allowing many contributors to produce overlapping work 

in bite-sized chunks—though often becoming a consuming passion—is a 

powerful motif in what I call open content communities, those communities 

that openly produce software and other content, such as Wikipedia.

Project Gutenberg was also responsible for one of the first publicly avail-

able reference works on the Internet, or at least part of it: volume 1 of 

the 1911 Encyclopædia Britannica (EB11). In January 1995 Project Guten-

berg published the first volume of EB11, which had passed into the public 

domain. However, the work then stalled. When the question of resum-

ing was raised at the end of 2002, the resulting discussion touched on the 

difficulties of the work including where to get the source material, how 

to represent textual structure, whether to preserve illustrations, and how 

to deal with font difficulties. Most obviously, the project would have to 

accommodate the size of the text, both in the amount of material, which 

no one would want to type, and page size, since not all editions could fit 

in most scanners of the time.71 (Unfortunately, efficiently scanning books 

often required “destructive scanning,” or removing the pages from the 

binding, an unpalatable task to perform on historic editions. Google’s scan-

ning project uses cameras from multiple perspectives to create a 3-D model 

of a naturally opened book, and then “de-warps” the image of the page so 

it appears flat.72) Yet, the work on EB11 was resumed by Distributed Proof-

readers when part 1 of volume 2 was posted with much fanfare in October 

2004. Continuing with the mythic character of its origins, this event was 

characterized as the long-awaited return to an ancient struggle:
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On the morning of October 8, 2004, near his library window overlooking a quiet 

lake in upstate New York, David Widger ran a series of final checks and verifica-

tions on a partitioned element of the 11th edition of the Encyclopædia Britannica. 

Yes, that same EB11 which has long been known as a formidable processing chal-

lenge throughout the Project Gutenberg community. This latest approach towards 

its digital conversion did little to diminish that reputation. . . . This “slice” of EB11 

was not simply another single project being posted to the PG shelves, but the final 

component in a varied and impressive collection [that marked] the completion of 

Distributed Proofreaders’ 5,000th unique title produced for Project Gutenberg and 

the digital public domain.73

Outside of Project Gutenberg, questions of how to incorporate EB11 into 

Wikipedia—and even the Interpedia, a pre-Web predecessor—also proved 

difficult. While Gutenberg had not yet completed the task, in 2002 all 

twenty-nine volumes of EB11 were published at http://1911encyclopedia.

org/. Some saw this as an opportunity to populate Wikipedia with high 

quality materials: EB11 was considered one of the best references of West-

ern knowledge at the start of the twentieth century, even if rather dated 

by its end. Yet copyright, trademark, and substantive issues were to hinder 

any efforts to make use of this online version. The organization that pub-

lished the twenty-nine volumes online claimed a copyright in the work it 

posted, arguing that its edition was an improvement upon a public domain 

work. Additionally, even if the text was now in the public domain the name 

Encyclopædia Britannica remained a trademark. For this reason, the Proj-

ect Gutenberg version is referred to as the Gutenberg Encyclopedia. Yet 

even the terms of the Gutenberg Encyclopedia proved to be confusing to 

some Wikipedians who wished to cite the source of the work (Britannica 

or Gutenberg) without violating trademarks and their associated licenses. 

And substantively, some thought that any material from a 1911 work was 

of little use, even for historical subjects. While some material was imported 

as a starting point for subsequent editing, these difficulties and the extraor-

dinary growth of home-grown content on Wikipedia rendered the issue 

relatively moot.74

Aside from the two obvious connections between Project Gutenberg 

and Wikipedia, there is a lesson here central to a theme of this chapter. A 

strength of Project Gutenberg was that the simple vision of sharing acces-

sible ebooks was directly satisfied by technology available at the time: 

one could type existing public domain books into a networked computer 

using “plain vanilla ASCII.” ASCII is the legacy standard for representing 
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the Roman alphabet and Arabic numerals; it was the character set used by 

most early computer and network developers; it is still in use today. How-

ever it has no representation for accented characters, much less non-Roman 

scripts. Also, a file of ASCII characters is rather sedentary. No underlines, 

italics, or boldface—Project Gutenberg represents all of these as uppercase. 

Nor does ASCII accommodate links or other hypertextual innovations.

The term plain vanilla ASCII, is repeated in full, like a mantra, in Project 

Gutenberg materials. Michael Hart was well known for his opposition to any 

exclusive reliance upon more sophisticated textual representations such as 

PDF or HTML: documents, with few exceptions, must at least be available 

in “plain vanilla ASCII” which could then be complemented by other for-

mats.75 While frustrating to some, this insistence may have prevented the 

project from becoming ensnared in endless debates about formats and per-

mitted it to achieve the success it has. As one Gutenberg participant put it:

The heart and soul of project gutenberg is the plain-text file. over the years, it has 

been scorned and even attacked outright. some people say it’s ugly. and it’s far too 

low-tech for others. but somehow, it has survived and even thrived in a way that 

no other e-book technology ever has. in the process, i have grown to appreciate its 

tenacity, and grasp its inner beauty. this thread is for those having a love-affair with 

plain-text.76

However, this success had not been able to yield a complete and free online 

encyclopedia.

Interpedia

Unlike Project Gutenberg, the Interpedia project was conceived of as an 

encyclopedia, but this conceptualization was confused by a plethora of 

technical options. The Interpedia Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) docu-

ment introduces the project by noting a resurgence in the early 1990s of the 

notion of a freely accessible encyclopedia:

According to Michael Hart the idea for a net encyclopedia has been around nearly as 

long as the net, at least back to 1969–71. This recent burst of activity is the result of a 

post to several newsgroups by Rick Gates with his idea to write a new encyclopedia, 

place it in the public-domain, and make it available over the Internet. Among the 

first responses to Rick’s message was one by Gord Nickerson who suggested that this 

Internet Encyclopedia be fully hypertexted using a markup language such as html.77

In October 1993, when the project was proposed by Rick Gates on the alt.

Internet.services Usenet newsgroup,78 Internet usage was reaching a criti-

cal mass. Nontechnical members of universities and technology companies 
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were beginning to use email and Usenet. Computer hobbyists who typically 

communicated via dial-up bulletin board systems were developing Inter-

net gateways so they too could access the Internet. And most importantly, 

new applications, and their network protocol and document formats, were 

proliferating. In addition to FTP (file transfer protocol) for transferring and 

storing files, email correspondence, and Usenet discussion groups, three 

new technologies were vying to be the next prominent Internet service. 

WAIS (Wide Area Information Server) retrieved documents based on key-

word queries.79 Gopher permitted one to browse information using menu 

traversal, to dig down into a publisher’s taxonomy from general to specific. 

And, of course, there is the Web. The conundrum of which system to use is 

apparent in Interpedia’s FAQ:

The gopher system is widely available but is not sufficiently easy to use to satisfy 

many people, and it does not support hypertext. Perhaps gopher software could be 

improved, but it doesn’t seem appropriate yet. The WWW has many advantages over 

earlier approaches (e.g. gopher), but is not to everyone’s liking. Many people do not 

like navigating around in hypertext, and insist that an encyclopedia must provide 

keyword and/or alphabetical access. Perhaps the WWW could be improved to sup-

port the Interpedia project, but it doesn’t seem quite appropriate yet. It might be a 

good starting point though.80

It is important to remember that while it is difficult today to conceive of 

using the Web without a search engine, this was not an integral part of the 

original Web when search engines still were limited, experimental services. 

In addition to the confounding array of options, Doug Wilson, maintainer 

of the Interpedia FAQ, wrote, “the term Interpedia is ambiguous—to some 

it means the text, to some software, and to others what we will have when 

we have both.” A consequence, in part, of this technical uncertainty was an 

ambiguity in vision. Would Interpedia be part of the Internet, or, if it refer-

ences existing services, would it be something “that ends up *being* the 

net”? This confusion is further demonstrated in answer to the question on 

other parallel projects to Interpedia, including FAQ documents, FTP- and 

Gopher-based resource guides, collections of electronic art, and the Web 

itself.81

For about half a year Interpedia participants were relatively active on 

the mailing lists and Usenet group. Yet, perhaps because of these ambigui-

ties and the explosive growth of the Web, the project never left the plan-

ning stage. Even so, it is of interest for three reasons. First, in response to 

the hypertextual identity crisis (i.e., are we part of the Web, or is the Web 
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part of us?), project participants envisioned at least a core or default set of 

encyclopedic articles. Articles could be submitted by anyone and quality 

and legitimacy would be arbitrated by a collection of decentralized seal-of-

approval systems. No acceptance or rejections were necessary; instead, a 

seal “indicates that some article is good” and would be used by both people 

and the software to govern the accessibility of articles.82 Second, the EB11 

also proved to be a source of controversy as a strategy for initially populat-

ing Interpedia. (Michael Hart was an Interpedia member and other mem-

bers eagerly anticipated all twenty-nine online volumes of the Gutenberg 

Encyclopedia. As noted, the first and only volume of the 1990s was posted 

in January 1995). Third, the process and culture of Interpedia would be 

facilitated by editors, whose responsibilities were “to act in good faith in 

the advancement of the Interpedia.”83 This notion of contributors acting in 

good faith anticipated a cultural norm that I argue is central to Wikipedia’s 

collaborative culture.

Distributed Encyclopedia

Though the actual Interpedia project fizzled, its newsgroup continued to be 

a forum for the occasional question or announcement for years to come. 

The notion of an Internet-based encyclopedia was no longer novel, and as 

the 1990s progressed the Web became the obvious platform for any such 

project. In hindsight, the formation of such a reference work seems inevi-

table. Yet, at the time, there was little clarity on how such a project would 

work. Ideas and half-starts came and went—or as Foster Stockwell, a histo-

rian of reference works, noted in explaining why he didn’t concern himself 

much with online works in 2001, they are “here today gone tomorrow.”84 

In 1997, Jorn Barger posted a message entitled “Beyond the Interpedia” to 

the newsgroup. He wrote, “from time to time, people ask if the Interpedia 

project—to get a full, free Encyclopedia on the net in some form—is still 

happening anywhere.”85 The “closest descendent” known to Barger was the 

Distributed Encyclopedia.

Beyond this newsgroup posting, there are very few references to this 

project on the Web today. Its project pages themselves can only be found 

in the Internet Archive and do not give the impression of being more than 

a manifesto of a very small, if not single, number of authors.86 Still, the 

project’s introduction clearly reflects a stabilization in how such a project 

was conceived. It would benefit from many contributions and it would be 
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distributed, meaning there would be no central authority (beyond simple 

stylistic conventions) or repository: each article would be hosted by the 

author and linked via a central index.

The irony here is that while it became clear that the Web would play a 

fundamental role, and an enormous strength of the Web is its hypertextual 

and decentralized character, Wikipedia itself is not decentralized in this 

way. It is not a collection of articles, each written by a single author, strewn 

across the Web. Instead, many authors can collaborate on a single arti-

cle, stored in a central database that permits easy versioning, formatting, 

and stylistic presentation. Furthermore, there is a vibrant common culture 

among Wikipedians that contributes to Wikipedia’s coherence.

Nupedia

In January 2000, a few months prior to the first emails to the Nupedia 

list with which I opened this chapter, Larry Sanger emailed Jimmy Wales 

with a proposal. Wales, an Internet enthusiast since his days of playing in 

multi-user-dungeons (MUDs) in college,87 had been toying with the idea 

of an Internet encyclopedia. When Sanger emailed him about a bloglike 

successor to “Sanger and Shannon’s Review of Y2K News Reports”—Y2K 

passed without much incident and both Sanger and Shannon were look-

ing for new (funded/sponsored) activities88—Wales counter-proposed his 

encyclopedia idea and asked Sanger if he would be interested in leading the 

project. Each man’s career path made for a fruitful collaborative potential. 

Wales obtained bachelor’s and master’s degrees in finance and took courses 

in the Ph.D. programs at the University of Alabama and Indiana University, 

but never wrote a dissertation; he instead turned to the marketplace as a 

futures/options trader. During the explosive growth of the Internet, Wales 

also began investing in, and founded his own, Internet business. Sanger was 

a doctoral candidate in philosophy finishing his dissertation on “Epistemic 

Circularity.”89 (This topic was to influence Sanger’s approach to addressing 

issues of bias and neutrality in both the Nupedia and Wikipedia.) Both men 

were well educated, comfortable with technology, familiar with the norms 

of online community and discussion, and between them had the financial, 

philosophical, and academic resources to launch and sustain such a project.

In February 2000, Sanger moved to San Diego to start work at Bomis, 

Wales’s Internet portal company. In the months before the March 9 public 

announcement, Sanger drafted many ideas and policies in discussion with 
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Wales and another Bomis partner, Tim Shell, about how to run Nupedia.90 

In the March 10 PC World article about the launch, the project was pre-

sented as ambitious and in need of contributors:

The site’s managers are seeking contributors and editors with expertise in, well, al-

most anything. The contributors will provide the diverse content, which will be of-

fered free of charge to both consumers and businesses. Anyone is welcome to peruse 

Nupedia, and any other Web site may post Nupedia’s content on its own. They need 

only to credit Nupedia as the source.91

The article also notes that Nupedia was inspired by other open source proj-

ects like Linux and the Open Directory Project; the goal was to be open to 

all expert contribution and free of charge to all users, and Sanger’s quoted 

aspiration was for Nupedia to become “the world’s largest Encyclopedia.” 

Similarly, the signature appended to the very first email sent to the Nupedia 

list states “Nupedia.com building the finest encyclopedia in the history of 

humankind.”92

Unlike the Interpedia—and certainly the Distributed Encyclopedia—

Nupedia shows the benefit of the resources of Wales (Bomis) and efforts 

of Sanger. Wales wrote to the Nupedia list: “The company behind Nupe-

dia, Bomis, Inc., has a great deal of experience designing and promoting 

high-traffic websites. We intend to put that experience (and the profit from 

that!) behind the Nupedia project to insure that it is a success.”93 In the 

course of its first year in 2000, Sanger was the picture of frenzied cheerlead-

ing activity. In March, Sanger reported the project had 602 members and 

of the 140 who had filled out membership forms “about 25–40% of these 

(or 35–56) are Ph.D.’s or otherwise clearly bona fide experts.”94 By the sum-

mer the first article (on atonality) was formally published and the Advisory 

Board was in place. By November version 3.31 of the Nupedia.com “Edito-

rial Policy Guidelines” was published.95 Software was frequently updated 

throughout the year. And, throughout, Sanger was always trying to recruit 

new members, including the offering of T-shirts and coffee cups, and an 

end-of-year membership drive with cash prizes. By January 2001 there were 

approximately two thousand people on the Nupedia email list.96

Despite these efforts and progress, Nupedia was struggling. The recruit-

ment efforts are evidence of the difficulty in procuring commitments from 

volunteers for the significant work entailed in writing an article and seeing 

it through the complex Nupedia editorial process.97 The universal vision, 

this time in the form of a “dream” of a low-cost encyclopedia available to 
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“schoolhouses across the world” seemed reasonable, certainly compared to 

earlier hopes for world peace. The technology, too, seemed capable of inex-

pensively supplying information throughout the world, and even facilitat-

ing the work of distant contributors. Yet something more was needed and 

it would only be found by (seeming) accident. But before I turn to the wiki, 

there’s one more stop.

GNUPedia/GNE

In January 2001, the same month in which the Nupedia mailing list had 

reached approximately two thousand subscribers, a controversy erupted 

around a Slashdot posting entitled “Will The Real Nupedia Please Stand 

Up?”98 Richard Stallman, father of the Free Software movement, which itself 

was an inspiration for Nupedia, announced a competing project led by Hec-

tor Arena. Under the aegis of Stallman’s GNU organization the GNUPedia 

would implement a proposal Stallman had drafted in 1999 for a “free uni-

versal encyclopedia and learning resource.” (GNU is a recursive acronym 

for “GNU’s Not Unix” and it set out to replace the proprietary Unix operat-

ing system with a similar but free system.) Stallman’s proposal for a “free 

universal encyclopedia” had been presented in various venues in 1999 (e.g., 

the SIGCSE conference in March and the MacArthur Fellows Reunion in 

October99), but only came to be known publicly when it was made available 

on the Web as part of the controversial GNUPedia project announcement 

in 2001. Stallman outlined a vision of single-author articles distributed 

throughout the Web but indexed by the central project100—much like the 

Distributed Encyclopedia. This vision purposely eschewed any type of cen-

tral authority besides a commitment to freedom, meaning any article to 

be linked must satisfy the criteria of permitting universal access, mirror-

ing, modification, translation, and quotation with attribution. Given the 

lack of central control, these criteria would be enforced by compliant arti-

cles or indexes refusing to link to any encumbered article. Additionally, 

Stallman encouraged contributions from educators (whose disciplines he 

thought were becoming increasingly commercialized), and envisioned peer 

review and endorsements—similar to Interpedia seals of approval. (On the 

quality-ranking front, in May 2008 the German Wikipedia began using the 

“Flagged Revisions” feature to mark acceptable/stable versions of a page; 

other language editions may follow.)101 In Stallman’s proposal, the Web-

like assumption of decentralization was again present. And “freedom” was 
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ensured by the same reciprocity required by copyright licensees that gov-

ern free software: nonfree is kept separate from the world of the free. Most 

importantly, the proposal recognized important challenges previous proj-

ects failed to meet: contributors should appreciate that “small steps will do 

the job” when one “takes the long view.”102

Even so, this humble and ambitious sentiment of the tortoise getting 

there in the end wasn’t enough; an actual system was never realized. 

Because the name and the announcement were not meant to intentionally 

interfere with Nupedia, GNUPedia refocused as a “library of options” or 

“knowledgebase” and changed its name to GNE, a recursive acronym, like 

GNU, standing for “GNE is Not an Encyclopedia.” Stallman wrote to me 

that this incident was a simple case of confusion as he was in discussion 

with multiple people about encyclopedic projects without remembering 

that they were distinct, but he wanted to ensure any and all such projects 

would respect freedom.103 Yet while GNE project participants wrestled with 

their new purpose, at the same time expressing concern about the central-

ization and complexity of the Nupedia process, Wikipedia quickly overtook 

both.

The Web and Wikis

To understand the success of Wikipedia as the most credible realization 

of the universal encyclopedic vision, one must also understand a failing 

of the Web as we know it, but not as it was first conceived. In his mem-

oir, World Wide Web inventor Tim Berners-Lee writes that his motivation 

was to design the Web as “a universal medium for sharing information.”104 

While hypertext pioneer Ted Nelson considered the Web a hobbled upstart 

relative to Project Xanadu, the Web as it works today falls short of even 

Berners-Lee’s original vision, which he now refers to in its richer potential 

as the “Semantic Web.”105

In any case, despite the Web’s early limitations, or perhaps because of 

them, in January 1993 there were nearly fifty different web browsers.106 

These were inspired by Berners-Lee’s original Web client and roughly 

implemented the specifications for HTTP (network transport), HTML (con-

tent markup), and URL (resource locators/identifiers). However, one client 

was to stand out among others: Mosaic, which led to Netscape. Unfortu-

nately, some Mosaic developers were seemingly intent on overshadow-

ing the World Wide Web and failed to implement the critical feature of 
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editing a Web page. Berners-Lee writes, “Marc and Eric [Mosaic developers] 

explained that they had looked at that option and concluded that it was 

just impossible. It can’t be done. This was news to me, since I had already 

done it with the World Wide Web [client] on the NeXT—though admit-

tedly for a simpler version of HTML.”107

Consequently, for many people the Web became a browsing-only 

medium unless they were savvy enough to know how to manually publish 

Web pages, or fortunate enough to use a fully featured Web client such 

as Arena or AOLPress. Until, that is, the WikiWikiWeb. As already noted, 

“wiki wiki” means “super fast” in the Hawaiian language, and Ward Cun-

ningham chose this name for his wiki project in 1995 to indicate the ease 

with which one could edit Web pages. Wiki makes this possible by placing 

a simple editor within a Web page form, with formatting and linking func-

tions carried out by the wiki server.

At the beginning of January 2001 frustration increased over Nupedia 

productivity. The need to publish more articles, as well as a greater popular 

interest in contributing, was not well matched by the expert-dependent 

multistep editorial process. Hence, the stage was set for the introduction 

of a wiki. On January 2, at a San Diego taco stand, Sanger had dinner with 

Ben Kovitz, a friend from Internet philosophy lists, during which Kovitz 

introduced the idea of wikis to Sanger.108 (The background of wiki is fur-

ther discussed in the next chapter.) The wiki could be a possible remedy to 

Nupedia’s problems, permitting wider contribution and collaboration on 

articles that would then be fed to Nupedia’s editorial review. Within a day, 

Sanger proposed the idea to Wales and Nupedia’s wiki was announced on 

January 10 in a message entitled “Let’s make a Wiki”:

No, this is not an indecent proposal. It’s an idea to add a little feature to Nupedia. 

Jimmy Wales thinks that many people might find the idea objectionable, but I think 

not. . . .

As to Nupedia’s use of a wiki, this is the ULTIMATE “open” and simple format 

for developing content. We have occasionally bandied about ideas for simpler, more 

open projects to either replace or supplement Nupedia. It seems to me wikis can 

be implemented practically instantly, need very little maintenance, and in general 

are very low-risk. They’re also a potentially great source for content. So there’s little 

downside, as far as I can see. . . . If a wiki article got to a high level it could be put 

into the regular Nupedia editorial process. . . . On the front page of the Nupedia wiki 

we’d make it ABSOLUTELY clear that this is experimental, that Nupedia editors don’t 

have control of what goes on here, and that the quality of articles, discussion, etc., 
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should not be taken as a reflection of the quality of articles, review, etc. on the main 

part of the Nupedia website.109

However, Nupedia contributors resisted Nupedia being associated with a 

Web site in the wiki format. Therefore, the new project was given the name 

“Wikipedia” and launched on its own address, Wikipedia.com, on January 

15, 2001.110

Wikipedia

Since its start, Wikipedia’s growth has been extraordinary. Within six 

months Sanger announced that “the Wikipedia is now useful.”111 In Sep-

tember he proclaimed on Usenet that the “Interpedia is dead—long-live 

the Wikipedia”: “Interpedia’s noble dream of creating a free, open encyclo-

pedia lives on—not quite in the form imagined, but in a ‘very’ open and 

free form with which many early participants would probably approve.”112 

Wikipedia proved to be so successful that when the server hosting Nupe-

dia crashed in September 2003 (with little more than twenty-four com-

plete articles and seventy-four more in progress) it was never restored.113 

As already mentioned, there are now scores of active language encyclope-

dias, millions of articles, and a handful of other Wikimedia projects. There 

are, of course, thousands of other wikis, many quite specialized and a few 

continuing forward with the universal vision. For example, the home page 

of the (seemingly dormant) Collective Problem Solving Wiki strikes me as 

true to the aspirations of H. G. Wells: “Our world has complex and urgent 

problems that need to be addressed. We believe there are innovative ways 

of solving them together online.”114

And while Wikipedia is a remarkable realization of a century-old vision, 

the end of this story is not as happy as it might otherwise be—nor is it really 

the end, just where I finish this part of the tale. In the first year of Wikipe-

dia’s life, its radical openness and explosive growth were never reconciled 

with Nupedia’s goal of an authoritative expert-driven reference work. Once 

it was clear that a wiki could be useful, Sanger tried to introduce the idea 

again for Nupedia:

But by the summer of 2001, I was able to propose, get accepted (with very lukewarm 

support), and install something we called the Nupedia Chalkboard, a wiki which was 

to be closely managed by Nupedia’s staff. It was to be both a simpler way to develop 

encyclopedia articles for Nupedia, and a way to import articles from Wikipedia. No 

doubt due to lingering disdain for the wiki idea—which at the time was still very 
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much unproven—the Chalkboard went largely unused. The general public simply 

used Wikipedia if they wanted to write articles in a wiki format, while perhaps most 

Nupedia editors and peer reviewers were not persuaded that the Chalkboard was 

necessary or useful.115

Stretched between continuing frustration with Nupedia’s progress, prob-

lems with unruly Wikipedians, and a widening gap between the two, Sanger 

failed to save Nupedia and alienated some Wikipedians who saw his actions 

as increasingly autocratic.116 Additionally, with the burst of the Internet 

bubble, Sanger, among many others in the industry, was laid off from Bomis 

and resigned from his Wikipedia role shortly thereafter. Sanger’s subse-

quent commentary from the sidelines, particularly his continued criticism 

of Wikipedia not respecting the authority of experts, prompted additional 

negativity toward him. In April 2005, Sanger published his memoirs of 

Nupedia and Wikipedia, which sparked a controversy over whether Sanger 

even deserved credit as a cofounder of Wikipedia.117 In March 2007 Sanger 

launched a new encyclopedic project, Citizendium, with the intention of 

improving “on the Wikipedia model by providing ‘reliable’ and high-qual-

ity content; . . . by requiring all contributors to use their real names, by 

strictly moderating the project for unprofessional behaviors, and by pro-

viding what it calls ‘gentle expert oversight’ of everyday contributors.”118 

In early 2009, in a sad irony for a project based on good faith, the question 

of credit and cofounding erupted again, with Sanger and Wales becoming 

even more embittered and accusing each other of dishonesty.119 Sanger’s 

exit from Wikipedia will be further touched on when I consider leadership 

in such communities, as will the larger social debate about “experts versus 

amateurs.”

Conclusion: Predicting the Future, Reading the Past

A history professor of mine once wisely noted “historians stink at predicting 

the future.” Predictions about technology, regardless of who makes them, 

seem especially problematic.120 Even those who help “make” the future are 

no better at prediction. In this chapter I considered those looking back, 

those looking forward, and those struggling in their present to implement 

a universal encyclopedic vision. For a long time, no one got it quite right. 

But people, being people, try, and try again. And that story is revealing in 

at least two ways.
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First, even unfulfilled visions, failed projects, and erroneous predictions 

tell us something about those people and their time. The history recounted 

in this chapter speaks to the alluring and enduring notion of an ambi-

tious project of human knowledge production and dissemination: a univer-

sal encyclopedia. This vision persisted throughout the twentieth century 

even though each instance was prompted by different technologies and 

entailed differing levels of accessibility in production: Otlet’s documental-

ists, Wells’s technocrats, Nupedia’s scholars, and Wikipedia’s “anyone.”

Second, a question throughout this chapter is why did it take so long for 

the vision to be realized? A possible answer can be detected in the overlap-

ping spheres of vision, pragmatics, and happenstance; interesting things 

happen when those stars align. Perhaps the best example of this can be seen 

in the expectation (i.e., of the Distributed Encyclopedia and GNUPedia) 

that once it was clear the Web would be a platform for such an encyclope-

dia, it would also be decentralized. But, Wikipedia is centralized, in part, 

because wikis made editing the Web possible again for many people—and 

the loss of editing capabilities from Berners-Lee’s original vision was seem-

ingly another chance event. Wikis have other features that make them 

useful for an encyclopedia (e.g., versioning and simple inter-wiki linking)—

though, seemingly, Wales himself thought such a notion would not be 

received well and Ward Cunningham predicted that the result would be 

more a wiki than an encyclopedia121

In any case, the projects discussed in this chapter are attempts at real-

izing a universal vision, encompassing the goodwill of collaborators and 

reaching toward global accord. While it is a mistake to argue all reference 

works are necessarily progressive, as I warn in chapter 7, even Britannica—

often thought to be the conservative opponent of the Encyclopédie in the 

1800s and Wikipedia today—shared this sentiment of global accord in a 

preface to a 1956 edition of its world atlas: “To the men, women, and chil-

dren of the world who, by increasing their knowledge of the earth and its 

people, seek to understand each other’s problems and through this under-

standing strive for a community of nations living in peace, the Encyclopæ-

dia Britannica dedicates this volume.”122 And while few would argue that 

Wikipedia will necessarily further world peace, in the next chapter I argue 

“good faith” culture is necessary to its production and an occasional conse-

quence of participation.
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A Timeline of Events

1895 Otlet’s Permanent Encyclopedia: liberating ideas from the binding 

of books.

1936 Wells’s World Brain: a vision of a worldwide encyclopedia using 

microfilm.

1945 Bush’s memex: a vision of a hypertextual knowledge space and new 

forms of encyclopedias.

1965 Nelson’s Xanadu: a vision of hypertext.

1971 Hart’s Project Gutenberg: a vision of providing ebooks through 

achievable means (“plain vanilla ASCII”).

1980s Academic American Encyclopedia is made available in an online 

experiment; multimedia CD-ROMs soon follow.

1991 Berners-Lee’s World Wide Web: a vision of highly accessible read/

write.

1993 Interpedia: an ambiguous vision lost among too many infrastruc-

tural options.

1995 Cunningham’s WikiWikiWeb: making the Web easy to edit 

collaboratively.

1999 Distributed Encyclopedia: many people should contribute indepen-

dent essays that could be centrally indexed.

1999 Stallman’s “The Free Universal Encyclopedia and Learning Resource.”

2000 Distributed Proofreaders: distributing the task of proofreading 

among many.

2000 (March 9) Nupedia launched: a FOSS-inspired expert-driven free 

encyclopedia.

2001 (January 10) “Let’s make a wiki.”

2001 (January 15) www.wikipedia.com launched.

2001 (January 16) GNE project announced.

2001 (September) “Interpedia is dead—long live the Wikipedia.”





3 Good Faith Collaboration

All rules and guidelines add up to this; Respect!

—Phoenix 15’s Law

There are two complementary postures at the heart of Wikipedia collab-

oration: the stances of “Neutral Point of View” (NPOV) and good faith. 

Whereas other communities may have a culture of good faith (i.e., assume 

good faith on the part of others, and act with patience, civility, and humor), 

few are concerned with producing an encyclopedia. The dovetailing of an 

open perspective on knowledge claims (epistemic) and other contributors 

(intersubjective) makes for extraordinary collaborative potential, and har-

kens back to the universal vision of increased access to information and 

social accord. Furthermore, perhaps an understanding of neutrality and 

good faith can serve as a rejoinder to a favorite quip about Wikipedia, also 

known as its Zeroeth Law: that while it may very well work in practice, it 

can never work in theory.1

Introduction

Before engaging with the Wikipedia’s collaborative culture, it is worthwhile 

to frame such an undertaking. (Again, my focus is on the English-language 

Wikipedia; comparative work between Wikipedias in other languages does 

show differences in conception of power, collectivism, and anonymity.2) 

I begin this introduction at the most abstract level by briefly explaining 

what I mean by “collaborative culture.” I also note that there is often a dis-

connect between written policy and actual practice within organizations; 

in offering a bit of history about how wikis came to be, I argue wikis help 

close the gap between policy and practice. I then explore the background, 
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theory, and practice of neutrality and good faith by way of a conflict about 

the English Wikipedia’s “Evolution” article.

A Caveat about Collaborative Culture

Heretofore I have used the term collaborative culture in a commonsensical 

manner, but if pressed for further explanations on what collaboration or 

culture mean one can find many and varied answers. Indeed, authors have 

commented on the variety of approaches to “culture” across disciplines, 

including anthropology, communications, and history.3 Within the realm 

of organizational studies Edgar Schein posits eleven different categories of 

how culture is commonly conceived. In this project, I speak of culture as 

the “way of life of a people,”4 the value-laden system of “meaning mak-

ing” through which a community understands and acts, including its own 

maintenance and reproduction. Schein writes that “culture acts as a set of 

basic assumptions that defines for us what to pay attention to, what things 

mean, how to react emotionally to what is going on, and what actions to 

take in various kinds of situations.”5

Similarly, collaboration can be an equally provocative term prompting 

debate, for example, about the difference between coordination or coop-

eration and collaboration.6 Additionally, collaboration stands among other 

related concepts such as dispute resolution, conflict management, and 

interdependent decision making. Each of these notions, and their litera-

tures, are useful but, alone, insufficient. For example, the notion of “dis-

pute resolution” is surprisingly optimistic, as if agreement and harmony 

are the natural state from which disputes sometimes errantly arise and 

must be swiftly corrected. Yet to characterize social relations as inherently 

conflicted—as when Wikipedia is humorously characterized as an “argu-

ment engine”7—is also mistaken. Nor is conflict necessarily a bad thing: 

legal scholar Cass Sunstein convincingly argues that dissent is a critical and 

generative contribution to society.8 For this reason, recent textbooks on 

the topic prefer conflict “management” to “resolution” and recognize that 

consensus and dissensus each have an important, and unavoidable, role in 

community. In this way Wikipedia is like the Free and Open Source Soft-

ware (FOSS) communities as characterized by Steven Weber:

The open source software process is not a chaotic free-for-all in which everyone has 

equal power and influence. And is certainly not an idyllic community of like-mind-

ed friends in which consensus reigns and agreement is easy. In fact, conflict is not 

unusual in this community; it’s endemic and inherent to the open source process.9
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Recognizing this, we may instead wish to refer to “interdependent decision 

making,”10 which appropriately shifts the connotation away from “conflict-

is-bad.” However, much more is involved in Wikipedia production than 

decision making. Consequently, I use the term collaboration in Michael 

Schrage’s sense, which arose from his study of collaborative technologies: 

“collaboration is the process of shared creation: two or more individuals 

with complementary skills interacting to create a shared understanding 

that none had previously possessed or could have come to on their own. 

Collaboration creates a shared meaning about a process, a product, or an 

event.”11

Therefore, my use of the term collaborative culture refers to a set of assump-

tions, values, meanings, and actions pertaining to working together within 

a community. And, in many ways my use is like that of media scholar Henry 

Jenkins’s notion of “participatory culture” in which consumer-only fans of 

commercial genres (e.g., sci-fi) are now creators within their own “fandom” 

communities. Jenkins defines participatory culture as one in which there 

are low barriers of engagement, support for creation and sharing, and some 

form of mentorship or socialization, and members believe that their con-

tributions matter and they “feel some degree of social connection with one 

another.”12 By these criteria, Wikipedia would qualify.

Wiki, Practice, and Policy

Douglas Engelbart, a father of the modern computer interface, wrote in 

his essay “Augmenting Human Intellect” that computers would permit 

researchers themselves to benefit from the product of their work through a 

regenerative “feeding back of positive research results to improve the means 

by which the researchers themselves can pursue their work.”13 More than 

forty years later anthropologist Christopher Kelty observed this phenom-

enon among technical communities using the Internet. Likely unaware of 

Engelbart’s prediction, Kelty chose to call such communities a “recursive 

public”: a form of “social imaginary” through which geeks collectively con-

ceive their “social existence” and are capable of changing the very means of 

discourse (i.e., communication protocols).14 I can think of no better exam-

ple of this notion of “regenerative” or “recursive” feedback than Wikipedia.

To understand why, consider another complementary notion, Etienne 

Wenger’s “community of practice,” developed with Jean Lave. In this the-

ory people are understood to pursue a shared enterprise over time yielding 
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a common identity and understanding of their environment; they accumu-

late a rich repertoire of cultural norms and actions. In addition to actual 

participation/practice, Wenger’s theory provides for reification: “the pro-

cess of giving form to our experience by producing objects that congeal that 

experience into ‘thingness.’”15 Whereas others have cast wikis as communi-

ties of practice,16 I find one of the most interesting facets of the theory to 

be the relationship between practice (e.g., creating an encyclopedia) and its 

“reification” (e.g., documenting the community’s practice). Wenger argues 

that practice and reification are not opposites, but coexist in a “duality 

of meaning” of interaction and interplay.17 However, in many traditional 

projects and organizations the documentation of organizational culture 

and process (i.e., reification) is often dramatically out of step with actual 

practice. But the wiki can change this.

Wikis were born of an advocacy for a change in software development 

with respect to how application requirements were perceived (i.e., as pat-

terns) and satisfied (i.e., agilely). In the 1990s a new way of addressing soft-

ware requirements was becoming popular: the “design pattern.” Rather than 

confronting every new task as a new problem to be solved, it was believed 

that experience could be distilled into a shareable set of design patterns. (A 

pattern is a higher-level abstraction than that of the computer algorithm, 

which is a common way of addressing a particular computational task, like 

sorting a list.) For example, a software engineer might be confronted with a 

task in which a service acts on behalf of another. This might be an instance 

of the “proxy pattern” that might already be well understood. Ward Cun-

ningham, an advocate of design patterns, attended a conference on pattern 

languages where he agreed to collect and post user-submitted patterns if 

contributors sent him a structured text file that he could then automati-

cally process and post online. This was surprisingly difficult for many: “And 

I was amazed at how people who sent me files couldn’t follow even the 

simple rules. I was three pattern documents into this thing, and getting 

pretty tired of it already. So I made a form for submitting the documents.”18 

This user-editable repository, started in 1995, would come to be known as 

the Portland Pattern Repository and the first wiki.19

Furthermore, requirements, often perceived as patterns, would be sat-

isfied differently too. Unlike earlier software development in which all 

requirements for a project were carefully collected and completely speci-

fied, and only then implemented, “agile software development” advocates 
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argued these steps should be collapsed and iterated in small increments. 

Instead of a large collection of requirements going out of date, require-

ments are often specified as a set of user scenarios and related test cases 

that can be objectively satisfied and tested for regressions—to prevent fixes 

and new features from creating new bugs. The authors of the “Manifesto 

for Agile Software Development,” including Ward Cunningham, wrote that 

they valued: “Individuals and interactions over processes and tools. Work-

ing software over comprehensive documentation. Customer collaboration 

over contract negotiation. Responding to change over following a plan.”20

A benefit of this approach is that at each step there is always some work-

ing code satisfying the requirements encountered so far, and the software 

is easily extended and adapted as requirements change, as they are bound 

to do. However, there was still a need for quickly, flexibly, and collabora-

tively discussing software, design patterns, and the principles of this new 

paradigm. The wiki, evolving from Cunningham’s user-editable pattern 

repository, satisfied these needs well, and over time became a useful docu-

mentation tool for many others, including those attempting to write an 

encyclopedia. In fact, the ability to easily document one’s world satisfies a 

deep need in some Wikipedians, again placating the fear that doom might 

be averted if we learn from our mistakes:

[W]e need to document best practices, both for new people and for old people, so 

that we know what we are doing. If we do not document, we cannot learn from our 

history, and are doomed to repeat it.

The fact that one must document, document, document is ingrained in my 

psyche (I’m trained as a scientist, and work as a programmer). It is almost impossible 

for me to understand a world where documentation does not exist. . . . —Kim Brun-

ing (talk) 20:26, 15 May 2008 (UTC)21

As we learned, early documentalists made great use of the index card; Ward 

Cunningham has also spoken about how useful index cards were to him. In 

his Wikimania 2005 keynote speech “Wikis Then and Now,” Cunningham 

noted that a piece of software he used when first thinking about software 

patterns and human collaboration was HyperCard.22 This Apple application 

was a popular hypertext system before the Web and relied on the metaphor 

of stacked index cards. However, Cunningham wanted a messier system in 

which one could talk about and refer to something that did not formally 

exist yet, hence the famous “red link” on wikis that points to a page not yet 

filled with content.23 Furthermore, he began to use real index cards when 
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meeting with collaborators. Index cards proved a useful way for people to 

talk about their processes and requirements: one could spread cards on the 

table, write on them, and pass them around with others—serving as what 

the knowledge management literature refers to as boundary (spanning) 

objects.24 People would ask him: “help us find our objects” and handling 

the cards prompted information sharing between participants regardless of 

their status within the organization. Furthermore, like a red wiki link, peo-

ple would often point to a blank area on the table where the nonexistent 

(not yet defined) card would eventually go: “They had need for a name for 

something they didn’t know how to say.”25 It’s striking that the index card, 

a source of inspiration from the beginning of the twentieth century, would 

inspire hypertext, which in turn would inspire use of the physical card, and 

then a new type of hypertext.

While it is increasingly difficult to find in Wikipedia articles, the red 

link does still exist, inviting others to fill in a bald spot of encyclopedic 

coverage. There is also the “stub,” one step up from the red link, an article 

with little more than a few sentences or paragraphs. Author and commen-

tator Nicholson Baker considers the stub to be one of the most charming 

features of Wikipedia collaboration, likening it to an “unusually humble” 

ask for help.26 And, not surprisingly, wiki-driven editing pervades Wiki-

pedia. That is, in addition to the encyclopedia articles, collaboratively 

edited using wiki, there are discussion pages about articles; pages in the 

Wikipedia namespace (or section) of the encyclopedia for its policy and 

guidelines, the Meta wiki’s policy pages for all Wikimedia projects,27 and 

pages for discussing changes to the underlying wiki software. (Pages in the 

Wikipedia namespace are frequently referred to via shortcuts, for example 

“WP:NPOV” refers to the NPOV policy in the Wikipedia namespace.) Each 

of these is wiki too. There are even third-party wikis, such as Meatball, “a 

common space for wiki developers and proprietors from all over the Inter-

net to collaborate.”28 The wiki fulfills Engelbart’s prediction of regenerative 

feedback, tightens the recursive turn of Kelty’s public, and converges with 

Wenger’s duality of meaning. Jean le Rond d’Alembert’s 1751 observation 

about the Encyclopédie still appears to be true, that “since there is some 

incontestable advantages in being able to convey and receive ideas easily 

in mutual intercourse, it is not surprising that men have sought more and 

more to augment that facility.”29
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Scholars have posited a number of ways in which wikis facilitate this 

collaborative augmentation. Networking technology and its related collab-

orative techniques can enable openness and accessibility (e.g., discussion 

lists, distributed software development, and wikis), furthering accountabil-

ity and the socialization of newcomers.30 Also, people can communicate 

asynchronously and contribute incrementally.31 With wikis the timing and 

granularity of a contribution can be as marginal as fixing a typo on a page 

that hasn’t been touched in months. Wikis permit changes to be reverted 

so contributors can be bold in action and need not be brittle in response to 

the actions of others.32 “Collective creation” and coordination is facilitated 

by persistent documentation and use of discussion pages and templates.33 

Automated tools can further aid users, and the collaboration these mecha-

nisms facilitate is likened to “distributed cognition.” For example “bots,” 

autonomous programs, can watch edits in real-time and revert them imme-

diately (e.g., if an edit contains profanity) or list them as suspicious. Such 

information can then be followed by user applications that prioritize suspi-

cious edits based on their own heuristics, such as contributor anonymity 

or previous warnings, and enable single-click reversion, user warning, and 

administrative notice.34 Even the ability to temporarily lock a page can be 

seen as a productive feature that permits the dampening of flamewars and 

the enforcement of cool-down periods.35 Difficult issues in articles can be 

broken down: contentious material can be isolated and addressed elsewhere 

without impeding the progress of everything else; indeed, modularization 

in general is a powerful aid in interaction and content development.36 

Additionally, wikis are wonderful repositories of a community’s practice 

and discourse. As Bo Leuf and Ward Cunningham write in their 2001 book 

The Wiki Way, “In any Wiki, you discover a sense of growing community 

that expresses itself through its archived writing.”37

Wikipedia Policy, Guidelines, and the Five Pillars

In principle, there are three levels of authority associated with Wikipedia 

norms: essays, nonauthoritative pages that may contain useful insights; 

guidelines, actionable norms approved by general consensus; and policy, 

much the same but “more official and less likely to have exceptions.”38 

The line of distinction between guidelines and policy is rarely bright, as 

evidenced in discussions about the deprecation of “Assume Good Faith” 

(AGF) from a policy to a guideline.39 (A simple summary of this discussion is 
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that AGF was rarely actionable since it involved assumptions about others’ 

motives while “Civility” and other corollaries remain “policy” because they 

can be tested and enforced against more objective features of behavior.)

Wikipedia’s many norms are also commonly grouped together. For 

example, the “Policies and Guidelines” page stresses these precepts: Wiki-

pedia works by building consensus; Wikipedia is an encyclopedia; respect 

other contributors; don’t infringe copyrights; avoid bias; and add only 

information based on reliable sources.40 The “policy trifecta” states the 

three central principles of Wikipedia collaboration are as a collaborator on 

an encyclopedia, use a neutral point of view; as a member of a commu-

nity, “don’t be a dick”; and as a user of a fast and flexible wiki, “ignore all 

rules.”41 I find the “five pillars” to be the most complete and sensitive sum-

mary of Wikipedia collaborative norms:

Wikipedia is an encyclopedia incorporating elements of general and specialized en-

cyclopedias, almanacs, and gazetteers. All articles must strive for verifiable accuracy: 

unreferenced material may be removed, so please provide references. Wikipedia is 

not the place to insert personal opinions, experiences, or arguments. . .

Wikipedia has a neutral point of view, which means we strive for articles that 

advocate no single point of view. Sometimes this requires representing multiple 

points of view, presenting each point of view accurately, providing context for any 

given point of view, and presenting no one point of view as “the truth” or “the best 

view.” It means citing verifiable, authoritative sources whenever possible, especially 

on controversial topics. When a conflict arises regarding neutrality, declare a cool-

down period and tag the article as disputed, hammer out details on the talk page, 

and follow dispute resolution.

Wikipedia is free content that anyone may edit. . .

Wikipedia has a code of conduct: Respect your fellow Wikipedians even when 

you may not agree with them. Be civil. Avoid conflicts of interest, personal attacks, 

and sweeping generalizations. Find consensus, avoid edit wars, follow the three-re-

vert rule, and remember that there are 3,002,347 articles on the English Wikipedia to 

work on and discuss. Act in good faith, never disrupt Wikipedia to illustrate a point, 

and assume good faith on the part of others. Be open and welcoming.

Wikipedia does not have firm rules besides the five general principles presented 

here. Be bold in editing, moving, and modifying articles. Although it should be the 

aim, perfection is not required. Do not worry about making mistakes. In most cases, 

all prior versions of articles are kept, so there is no way that you can accidentally 

damage Wikipedia or irretrievably destroy content.42

The first and third pillars of Wikipedia as an encyclopedia and as something 

“anyone can edit” will be explored in subsequent chapters. Throughout the 
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rest of this chapter I explore the second and fourth pillars: the norms of 

neutrality and Wikipedia’s good faith “code of conduct.”43

Neutral Point Of View and Good Faith: An Example

One of the many contentious articles I follow on Wikipedia is that on evolu-

tion. Frequently those with criticisms of evolution, predominately religious 

literalists, attempt to include these criticisms in the “Evolution” article. Yet, 

Wikipedia articles are not forums for debate, nor are their discussion pages: 

“Please remember that this page is only for discussing Wikipedia’s encyclo-

pedia article about evolution. If you are interested in discussing or debating 

evolution itself, you may want to visit talk.origins or Wikireason.”44

The stance of neutrality implies that contributors should abandon 

efforts to convince others of what is right or true, and instead focus on a 

neutral presentation of what is commonly understood about that topic. 

Consequently, much like a creationist might view the “Evolution” article, 

I appreciate the “Creationism” article’s thorough and dispassionate treat-

ment of the relevant history and arguments, even though I might disagree 

with them. Once understood and practiced, the neutrality stance permits 

collaboration between those who might otherwise fall into rancorous dis-

cord. Therefore, as Jimmy Wales has noted, NPOV should be understood 

“as a social concept of co-operation.” In response to a question about objec-

tivity and truth in Wikipedia—and the influence of Ayn Rand’s Objectivist 

philosophy on his views—he said “The whole concept of neutral point of 

view, as I originally envisioned it, was this idea of a social concept, for help-

ing people get along: to avoid or sidestep a lot of philosophical debates. 

Someone who believes that truth is socially constructed, and somebody 

who believes that truth is a correspondence to the facts in reality, they can 

still work together.”45

Even so, there is still a margin for disagreement about the proportion-

ality of even “neutrally” presented views. How much of the “Evolution” 

article should be dedicated to creationist objections? “Verifiability” has an 

important role to play here, as recognized by Gizza’s First Law: “Those who 

believe that WP:NPOV refers to equal respect towards all verifiable perspec-

tives are Wikipedians. Those who think that NPOV means equal coverage 

of all verifiable perspectives are trolls.”46 Obviously, those who cannot 

appreciate the relative weight of well-supported claims (i.e., the consensus 

of peer-reviewed research supporting evolution) will have a difficult time 
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at Wikipedia. However, I would not actually consider such contributors as 

“trolls.” (While the term has taken on a general pejorative function, trolls 

properly signify those who post controversial or irrelevant messages with 

the intention of disrupting an online community.47)

Here, the technical feature of hypertext links can provide a calming 

effect. A complete treatment of evolutionary mechanisms and its history 

as a concept need only mention there are related “social and related con-

troversies,” which may merit their own articles. However, one should be 

careful in articles about controversy to avoid “content” or “POV” forking 

in which two articles with opposing points of view arise in place of a single 

NPOV article.48 Again, in taking a neutral stance one’s task is to describe the 

controversy rather than to partake in it.

Just as one can find contentious articles, one can also find apologies. 

If the stance of neutrality implies a willingness to put aside one’s own 

“point of view,” an apology is a potentially rich example of good faith. 

Consider the following exchange from the “Evolution” talk page. Salva31, 

an admirer of the conservative American columnist Patrick Buchanan,49 

became increasingly frustrated with the “Evolution” article. After Salva31’s 

efforts to change the article were rejected, he tried to remind the scientifi-

cally minded contributors opposing him that “Wikipedia is not a battle-

ground” and the removal of his text was not in “a spirit of cooperation.” In 

the conversation that followed, fellow Wikipedian Branaby dawson replied:

I’m sorry Salva but I do not think that your comments to this talk page really qualify 

either as in “a spirit of cooperation.” I think that you have been guilty of many of 

those things you are accusing others of. You have broken the above rules in several 

ways: You’ve insulted people by the tone you’ve used in discussion. You’ve tried to 

intimidate those who don’t agree with you by the shear volume of your text (on the 

talk page). You’ve not been civil or calm with your edits.

As such although I have criticised others for deleting much of your text in which 

you do these things I would support them in moving all such material to a subpage 

in [the] future. Barnaby dawson 09:00, 13 Apr 2005 (UTC)50

While dawson’s “I’m sorry Salva but I do not think. . .” isn’t a genuine apol-

ogy, but rather is a form of the infamous “sorry. . . but,” it is nonetheless 

indicative of a type of discursive openness: “sorry” softens the statement, 

using a name promotes a sense of connection, and “I do not think” con-

notes a sense of fallibility. This was followed by an attempted de-escalation:

Let’s not do that. As long as Salva 31 keeps it short and simple and on topic, there 

shouldn’t be a problem in future, right? Kim Bruning 10:30, 13 Apr 2005 (UTC)
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Another participant, a graduate student in biology,51 soon conceded to 

some incivility:

Also, to be fair to Salva, I was pretty uncivil to him, I think. Graft 12:02, 13 Apr 2005 

(UTC)

And within this conversation a genuine apology did manifest:

Thank you, Graft. This is obviously a debate that is sensitive on both sides. Like-

wise, I owe you an apology for the contributions I made in escalating the argument. 

Salva31 09:37, 13 Apr 2005 (UTC)

Like many articles and discussion pages on Wikipedia, the “Evolution” 

article has plenty of disagreements, arguments, and even downright hostile 

behavior. However, NPOV policy asks editors to change their (epistemic) 

perspective with respect to the claims they make about the world. Simi-

larly, the broad notion of good faith, including civility and a willingness to 

apologize, asks editors to extend their (intersubjective) perspective toward 

other contributors as well-meaning but possibly mistaken human beings.

The Epistemic Stance of Neutral Point of View

In chapters 1 and 3 I introduce the NPOV policy by way of example because 

it can be a confusing term. Misunderstandings about it arise in part because, 

as the Wikipedia article itself admits, “the terms ‘unbiased’ and ‘neutral 

point of view’ are used in a precise way that is different from the com-

mon understanding.” People are acknowledged to be subjective beings (i.e., 

“inherently biased”), but when used in the Wikipedia context articles are 

considered to be without bias when they “describe the debate fairly rather 

than advocating any side of the debate.” A more recent version of the page 

suggests one way to think about it is to “assert facts, including facts about 

opinions—but do not assert the opinions themselves.”52

This notion of neutrality is also difficult because it seems impossible to 

explain without recourse to an equally problematic constellation of con-

cepts. If neutral means unbiased, and unbiased means fair, might fair mean 

impartial, or something else? Another source of confusion is the subject of 

the alleged neutrality: the platform, processes and policies, people, prac-

tices, or the resulting articles? Can bias in one contaminate the neutrality 

of another? Additionally, the use of the prefixes un and non with words 

such as bias, fair, and neutral is indicative of one more problem. Although 
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we might find a clear definition of what bias is, for example, that defini-

tion might not be as useful when we wish to understand what it means to 

be unbiased. Take, for example, the acronym POV, which has acquired a 

derogatory connotation as the seeming opposite of NPOV. Yet, when the 

acronym is expanded, to accuse someone of having a point of view seems 

rather ridiculous, even to those who advocate the NPOV policy.53

In order to bring some clarity to this, one might look to other uses of the 

notion of neutrality, including in gameplay, technical systems and stan-

dards, content regulation, and international conflict. From this, one can 

discern an understanding of neutrality as a sensitivity to the ways in which 

technical and social systems might be unfairly discriminatory; an impar-

tiality and plurality between possible participants or positions; an ethos of 

sportsmanship and an adherence to known rules; and a submission to some 

authority for arbitration, as well as an expectation of accountability.54 This 

understanding does seem to fit the personal intentions and larger aspi-

rations of Wikipedia contribution. In the Wikipedia context the notion 

of neutrality is not understood so much as an end result, but rather as a 

stance of dispassionate open-mindedness about knowledge claims, and as a 

“means of dealing with conflicting views.”55

Yet one might ask, shouldn’t such a stance be the case for contribu-

tors to any encyclopedia, or even any wiki? Historically, reference works 

have made few claims about neutrality as a stance of collaboration, or as 

an end result. While other reference works have had contributions from  

thousands of people, they were still controlled by a few persons of a rela-

tively homogeneous worldview. Indeed, a preoccupation of traditional 

references is their authoritativeness, quite different from Wikipedia’s aban-

donment of “truth.” As Nupedia’s early editorial guidelines noted, “There 

are many respectable reference works that permit authors to take recogniz-

able stands on controversial issues, but this is not one of them.”56 This is 

not to say that reference works are always regarded as being without bias: 

reference works have been central to many ideological battles. And point-

ing out the quaint biases of reference works is an amusing hobby of biblio-

philes. For example, A. J. Jacobs’s lighthearted diary on reading the whole 

of the Britannica notes many remnants of Victorian cultural bias (e.g., a 

preoccupation with explorers, botanists, and the victims and mistresses of 

monarchs).57 Or, consider a Wikipedian’s description of his 1898 copy of 

Pear’s Cyclopedia:
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It had a general encyclopedic section. I think the most wonderfully opinionated 

article I found in this was on Russia, which after a few breathless passages on how 

wonderful and civilised the place was ended with “. . . which is why Russia simply 

must get a port on the Mediterranean!” Extreme case, but not rare.58

The concept of neutrality was also absent at the birth of the wiki, which, 

as described, was a platform for advocating a particular type of software 

development. Instead, neutrality arose in the context of Wikipedia’s prede-

cessor, Nupedia, and the philosophical interests of its cofounders.

Sanger’s doctoral dissertation in philosophy focused on the thorny 

aspects of justifying knowledge and was opaquely entitled, as they are apt 

to be: “Epistemic Circularity: An Essay on the Justification of Standards of 

Justification.”59 Wales, for his part, was not a professional philosopher, but 

as was not uncommon among early amateur Net philosophers, he was an 

Objectivist, in the Ayn Rand tradition, and moderated an email list dedi-

cated to the topic.60 Sanger recounts that both he and Wales were in agree-

ment on the importance of the principle of neutrality, which was called 

“nonbiased” at the time:

Also, I am fairly sure that one of the first policies that Jimmy and I agreed upon 

was a “nonbias” or neutrality policy. I know I was extremely insistent upon it from 

the beginning, because neutrality has been a hobby-horse of mine for a very long 

time, and one of my guiding principles in writing “Sanger’s Review.” Neutrality, we 

agreed, required that articles should not represent any one point of view on contro-

versial subjects, but instead fairly represent all sides.61

While Sanger and Wales agreed in principle at the outset, they have since 

expressed differences about the shift from the term unbiased to neutral point 

of view. At the start of Wikipedia, Sanger had ported Nupedia’s “Avoid Bias” 

under Wikipedia’s “Policies to Consider,” but this policy was soon pre-

empted/subsumed by Wales’s “Neutral Point of View” article.62 Sanger has 

since noted that he didn’t approve of this shift as it causes confusion (e.g., 

using the expression “POV” as the opposite of “NPOV,” when “biased” is 

preferable).63 Not surprisingly, now that Sanger has started the encyclope-

dic project Citizendium, its “Neutrality Policy” favors the term unbiased 

over NPOV.64 Yet before this recent difference about naming, at the outset 

of the Nupedia project Sanger and Wales were in agreement when chal-

lenged on the naíveté and/or impossibility of the policy. Sanger responded 

to the question of bias by invoking a principal that neutral contributions 

should lack ideological flavor:
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Nupedia aims to be as unbiased as possible; of course, some people will regard *this* 

as a political statement. We can’t make everyone happy in this regard. In any event, 

we intend to represent all points of view, including those held by any significant 

minority of experts in a field, as fairly as possible. This would include creationists, 

Marxists, capitalists, and all manner of incendiary points of view. This should make 

for interesting reading at the very least. It should be added that Nupedia’s contribu-

tors are expected to keep their own views in the background as much as possible. 

In other words, the point isn’t merely to mention other views not favored by an 

article’s author; it is to write in such a way that one cannot tell what view is favored 

by the article’s author.65

The notion of not being able to tell the predilection of a contributor, a sort 

of ideological anonymity, is more fully developed in a corollary of NPOV 

on Wikipedia, “Writing for the Enemy”:

Writing for the enemy is the process of explaining another person’s point of view 

as clearly and fairly as you can. The intent is to satisfy the adherents and advocates 

of that POV that you understand their claims and arguments. . . . Writing for the 

enemy contributes to the NPOV of Wikipedia. Wikipedians often must learn to sac-

rifice their own viewpoints to the greater good.66

For his part, Wales responded to someone troubled with the notion of unbi-

ased by acknowledging the challenges and the importance of avoiding bias:

Surely you will agree that there are _more_ or _less_ accurate, objective, fair, [un]

biased ways of putting things. We should simply strive to eliminate all the problems 

that we can, and remain constantly open to sensible revisions. Will this be perfect? 

Of course not. But it is all we can do *and* it is the least we can do. . . . if you are 

trying to say that someone, somewhere will always accuse us of bias, I’m sure you’re 

right. But we should nonetheless try our best to be objective. It doesn’t strike me 

as particularly difficult. We will want to present a broad consensus of mainstream 

thought. . . . This does mean that sometimes we will be wrong! All the top scholars 

in some field will say X, but 50 years from now, we will know more, and X will seem 

a quaint and old-fashioned opinion. O.k., fine. But still, X is a respectable and valid 

opinion today, as it is formed in careful consideration of all the available evidence 

with the greatest care possible. That’s the best we can do. And, as I say, that’s also 

the least we can do.67

Consequently, this interest in unbiased, or at least less biased, claims about 

an understandable, or at least partially so, objective universe is central to 

Wikipedia collaborative culture. The notion of NPOV not only provides 

the epistemic foundation for the project, but also the intentional stance 

contributors should take while interacting. It makes it possible to “solve the 

problem of that jig-saw puzzle” for which H. G. Wells had hoped because, 

from this perspective, differing claims about the world can be fit together.
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The Intersubjective Stance of Good Faith

In Wikipedia’s collaborative culture, the scope of an open perspective 

includes not only the subject of collaboration, claims about the world, but 

also one’s collaborators. In Wikipedia’s “Writing for the Enemy” essay, one 

is encouraged to see things as others might:

Note that writing for the enemy does not necessarily mean one believes the opposite 

of the “enemy” POV. The writer may be unsure what position he wants to take, or 

simply have no opinion on the matter. What matters is that you try to “walk a mile 

in their” shoes instead of judging them.68

The “Assume Good Faith” article on Meatball, where different communities 

discuss pan-wiki culture, characterizes this as “seeing others’ humanity.”69 

Indeed, one of the reasons Wikipedia’s culture and practice are compelling 

to me is that it has influenced the way I approach controversy and conflict 

beyond Wikipedia; I have found these norms to be “a great way to end an 

argument in real life,”70 which corresponds with scholars Yochai Benkler 

and Helen Nissenbaum’s argument that while virtue may lead people to 

participate in such projects “participation may [also] give rise to virtue.”71 

This sentiment and the challenges of collaborative culture are further 

reflected in Leuf and Cunningham’s The Wiki Way: “People using Wiki 

bring their own preconceptions, agendas, and visions—like any commu-

nity. The remarkable thing is how Wiki as community affects user interac-

tions in an overall positive way.”72

Unlike the relatively novel effect of NPOV on collaboration, Wikipedia 

is not the first online community to recognize the importance of, broadly 

speaking, good faith, and the challenges of other possibly competing val-

ues. In the Debian FOSS community, anthropologist Gabriella Coleman 

identifies a seeming paradox between liberal individualism/meritocracy 

and the community values of humility, detachment, generosity, and civil-

ity.73 Similarly, Larry Wall, creator of the Perl programming language, 

playfully argues the success of his project is actually dependent on the 

coexistence of the seemingly contrary virtues of the individual program-

mer and the larger collaborative community. That is, programmers who 

exhibit the individual virtues of “laziness, impatience, and hubris,” which 

often yield efficiency and quality, must also exhibit virtues of diligence, 

patience, and humility at the community level.74 Leuf and Cunningham 

note that in wiki communities “participants are, by nature, a pedantic, 
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ornery, and unreasonable bunch,” yet “there’s a camaraderie we seldom 

see outside our professional contacts.”75 Georg von Krogh, in his article on 

“Care in Knowledge Creation,” identifies five dimensions relevant to the 

successful creation of knowledge within a community: mutual trust, active 

empathy, access to help, lenience in judgment, and courage.76 Benkler and 

Nissenbaum argue that “commons-based peer-production” entails virtues 

that are both “self-regarding” (e.g., autonomy, independence, creativity) 

and “other-regarding” (e.g., generosity, altruism, camaraderie, cooperation, 

civic virtue).77

In subsequent chapters I too speak of seeming contradictions (e.g., benev-

olent dictators in egalitarian communities), but in the following sections I 

discuss good faith via four specific “virtues” or behaviors: assume the best, 

act with patience, act with civility, and try to maintain a sense of humor.

Assuming the Best of Others

Online communities often suffer the effects of Godwin’s Law: as a discussion 

continues, someone is bound to make an unfavorable comparison to Hitler 

or Nazis. (Perhaps this is in part a consequence of the effects of computer-

mediated communication, such as reduced social cues and anonymity, and 

the character of virtual community.78) A possible counteracting norm of 

this tendency is the guideline “Assume Good Faith.” But before examining 

this norm in detail it is worthwhile to first note that good faith is associ-

ated with at least three collaborative wiki norms: good faith, “Assume Good 

Faith,” and “Assume the Assumption of Good Faith.”

Although present on Meatball, the wiki about wiki collaboration, the 

broad notion of good faith is not addressed by Wikipedia’s guidelines; there 

is only a rather obtuse encyclopedic article adapted from the Catholic Ency-

clopedia’s legalistic treatment of the concepts of error and guilt.79 But the 

notion of good faith does have colloquial usage, implicitly referring to a 

handful of concepts—much as I use it to signify the concepts of this sec-

tion. This informal sense is captured in Meatball’s description of good faith 

as a lack of intentional malice, an assumption that people are trying to 

do their best “for the greater good of the community,” and friendliness, 

honesty, and caring.80 The first two elements of this description are much 

the same, differing only in their subject: one’s own positive intention and 

an assumption of others’ positive intentions. It is on the latter assumption 

that Wikipedia focuses. The guideline of AGF is intended to counteract the 

common reflex to assume the worst of others, reminding us:
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Well-meaning people make mistakes, and you should correct them when they do. 

You should not act like their mistake was deliberate. Correct, but don’t scold. There 

will be people on Wikipedia with whom you disagree. Even if they’re wrong, that 

doesn’t mean they’re trying to wreck the project. There will be some people with 

whom you find it hard to work. That doesn’t mean they’re trying to wreck the proj-

ect either; it means they annoy you.81

Unlike unbiased view/NPOV, which was present at the start, “Assume Good 

Faith,” in name, is a relatively new norm. The page was first created in 

March 2004; it received its first comment on its discussion page in February 

2005.82 (The first comment proposed “Assume Good Faith” become pol-

icy, although as previously noted AGF was demoted to a guideline in 2006 

because it did not focus on behavior and was therefore difficult to enforce.) 

AGF’s origins are most likely rooted in the “Staying Cool When the Editing 

Gets Hot” essay, which in October 2002 offered five “tips to consider when 

editing gets emotional,” including avoid name calling and characterizing 

others’ actions, take a breather if angry, ignore insults, and “assume the 

best about people.”83 “Assume the best” eventually found its way onto the 

“Etiquette” essay in January 2004,84 but in August this was replaced with a 

link to the relatively new “Assume Good Faith” page.

While these norms of resisting name calling and of assuming the best 

seemingly arose in the context of everyday practice and in playground 

manners, even, they are also the subject of sociopsychological study. Under 

the fundamental attribution error, we often attribute the failures of others 

as evidence of a character flaw—but our own failings are construed as a 

circumstance of our environment.85 That is, I succeed because of my genius 

and fail because of bad luck, whereas you succeed by chance and fail by 

your own faulty character. Not surprisingly, in a study of email collabora-

tion Catherine Cramton found that in successful groups people typically 

give others the benefit of the doubt and make situational rather than cat-

egorical attributions about their behavior.86 Less-successful groups included 

those that escalated hostility or were overly diplomatic—indicating the 

danger of both rancorous discord and facile consensus. From a psychologi-

cal perspective, then, a cultural norm of assuming good faith can mitigate 

negative attributions.

AGF can also help set social expectations. This assumption is much like 

the popular aphorism “never attribute to malice what can be explained by 

stupidity.”87 The humorous Wikipedia essay “Assume Stupidity” notes that, 

“While assuming good faith is a fundamental principle on Wikipedia, it 
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generally does not help you get over your anger at someone’s, in your opin-

ion, disturbing edits. Therefore, it is much more satisfying to also assume 

stupidity.”88 Fortunately, the official Wikipedia policy is more politic, as an 

assertion of stupidity might not be any more welcome than that of malice! 

Also, as the Meatball wiki cautions, low expectations can sometimes be 

damning: “Be warned that whatever we assume may become a self-fulfilling 

prophecy. We AssumeGoodFaith as a way of creating good faith, but assum-

ing indifference or stupidity will encourage those modes as well.” Yet at 

what point is the assumption of good faith exhausted? Meatball identifies 

a number of causes: some people might simply be trolling (being disruptive 

for their own fun), they might be an “angry [storm] cloud” (predisposed to 

conflict or having a bad day), they might be working at cross-purposes or be 

confused by a lack of transparency.89 In fact, Wikipedia warns against ever 

attributing an editor’s actions to bad faith “even if bad faith seems obvi-

ous”; one can always judge on the basis of behavior rather than assumed 

intentions.90 For example, the invocation of “Assume Good Faith,” because 

it is about intentions, can become an act of bad faith itself, leading to the 

awkwardly named exhortation to “Assume the Assumption of Good Faith”:

In heated debates, users often cite AGF. However, the very act of citing AGF assumes 

that the opponent is assuming bad faith. Carbonite’s law tells us, “the more a given 

user invokes ‘Assume Good Faith’ as a defense, the lower the probability that said 

user was acting in good faith.”91

To this end, the AGF guideline wisely recommends, “If you expect people 

to ‘Assume Good Faith’ from you, make sure you demonstrate it. Don’t 

put the burden on others. Yelling ‘Assume Good Faith’ at people does not 

excuse you from explaining your actions, and making a habit of it will con-

vince people that you’re acting in bad faith.”92

However, an assumption that counters cognitive bias and sets social 

expectations still stops short of coming to know and understand others. 

Here the norm of “WikiLove,” “a general spirit of collegiality and mutual 

understanding,”93 makes the same sort of connection that I am attempting 

to make in this chapter: an open perspective (or love) of knowledge melded 

with caring attitude (or love) toward others. Or as Wales said in his 2004 

“Letter”: “The only way we can coordinate our efforts in an efficient man-

ner to achieve the goals we have set for ourselves, is to love our work and to 

love each other, even when we disagree.”94 This is most clearly reflected in 

a prominent Wikipedian’s declaration that Wikilove is the most important 

principle of all:
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I believe that we need to highlight the mission of providing a great, free encyclope-

dia, along with the core principle _how_ we want to accomplish it. And the single 

most important principle I can think of here is not “anyone can edit.” It’s not even 

NPOV or any other policy. It’s “WikiLove”—of which our commitment to openness 

is only an expression. We share a love of knowledge, and we treat everyone who 

shares the same love with respect and goodwill. (That’s the idea, at least.)95

At this point I want to point out a possible transition between “Assume 

Good Faith” and “WikiLove.” In the wide range of literature on interact-

ing with others one might discern three not necessarily exclusive ways of 

orientating toward others: self, selfless, and group.96 The first might be char-

acterized as the strategic choice of a “rational egoist.” Whereas perspective 

taking often yields “joint gains,” this does not preclude it from being a self-

interested behavior that mitigates the erroneous attributions and impasses 

that impairs one’s own interests.97 For example, it is in the self-interest of 

a negotiator to “understand” the perspective (e.g., the best alternative to 

negotiated agreement) of her opponent. Another approach is at the other 

extreme. Here, some actions are construed as being selflessly “other” orien-

tated, even when counter to self- or group interests. This may be present in 

particular types of dialogue, empathy, and caring.98

Another common focus is on the group. In the literature of political 

economy, “collective action” refers to circumstances in which cooperation 

is beneficial to the group, and each member, but only if others cooperate 

as well. In such situations prosocial norms—and a willingness to punish 

defectors—can support sustained cooperation.99 Obviously, the importance 

of trust, empathy, and reciprocity on building community relationships 

and facilitating the exchange of ideas is key.100 Trust is characterized by 

group members who are honest in negotiating commitments, who make “a 

good faith effort” to abide by their explicit—and implicit—commitments, 

and don’t take excessive advantage of others even when opportunities to 

do so arise.101 Furthermore, trust not only affects the expectations of an 

interaction, but also the construal of it afterward.102 Indeed, in “good faith” 

interactions, trust is the supposition that even though one disagrees and 

hasn’t been able to see and understand from another’s perspective, one 

might be missing something. For example, in his study of consensus-based 

decision making within the Society of Friends, Michael Sheeran notes that 

a dissenting Quaker might respond, “I disagree but do not wish to stand in 

the way” because: “For religious reasons, a person may prefer the judgment 

of the group as ‘sincere seekers after the divine leading’ to that person’s 
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individual judgment. In more secular terms, an individual may recognize 

the possibility that everyone else is right.”103 Trust in others implies a sense 

of humility toward one’s self as noted in Kizor’s Law of Humility: “Better 

an editor who’s often wrong and knows it than an editor who’s very seldom 

wrong and knows it.”104

All that said, the debate of whether all altruism is necessarily “egoistic” 

is a complex one, but Wikipedia might serve as a relevant case for those 

interested in the discussion.105 (Obviously, anonymous contribution is a 

provocative topic for those concerned with the motives of seemingly altru-

istic contributors.) And, in the case of Wikipedia, one might ask this more 

specific question: To what extent is good faith simply a matter of being a 

more effective and respected Wikipedian, a matter of group altruism, or 

something more? I would characterize the text on and discussion related 

to good faith as predominately oriented toward the group. This does not 

preclude egoistic self-satisfaction, or a transcendent intention, but Wikipe-

dia discourse is rooted in extending good faith and WikiLove in service of a 

mutual love of knowledge: “We are all here for one reason: we love accumu-

lating, ordering, structuring, and making freely available what knowledge 

we have in the form of an encyclopedia of unprecedented size.”106

Patience

A deficient collaborative culture might be characterized as temperamen-

tal and brittle because participants are uneasy and defensive; and existing 

structures and agreements easily fracture, providing little common ground 

and means for facilitating agreement. Its opposite, a well-working collab-

orative culture, might be characterized by patience as participants do not 

easily panic or escalate conflict. As a Wikipedia essay counsels: “The world 

will not end tomorrow.”107

In response to community concerns and conflict generated in response 

to Wikipedia office actions, where the Foundation office removes “ques-

tionable or illegal” content given complaints including “defamation, pri-

vacy violations or copyright infringement,”108 Jimmy Wales responded 

that in such circumstances the community should: “Assume Good Faith. 

It could be a mistake, it could be a poor decision, it could be a very strange 

emergency having to do with a suicide attempt. . . . In general, there is 

plenty of time to stop and ask questions.”109
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Another source of contention is the many differing positions about 

what kind of encyclopedia Wikipedia should be. Should it address topics 

like those of any other encyclopedia, or is there also room for encyclope-

dic articles about every episode of Buffy the Vampire Slayer? On this ques-

tion of scope, there is a range of philosophical views (i.e., “isms”).110 For 

example, there is deletionism (rigorous criteria for a uniformly worthwhile 

article must be met, otherwise delete), mergism (merge challenged informa-

tion into an existing article rather than have it stand alone), essentialism 

(include traditionally nonencyclopedic information but only if it is nota-

ble and verifiable), and inclusionism (keep as long as an article has some 

merit). And yes, at present, every one of the 144 episodes of Buffy does have 

its own article.111

Perhaps an explanation of Godwin’s Law is that, as discussed, partici-

pants come to believe that the issue at hand is eclipsed by larger, more 

abstract matters, a conflict of principles, a battle between good and evil. 

As the essay “Don’t Escalate” notes, “we need to watch how many layers 

of indirection we’re piling onto the discussion and try not to stray too far 

from the substantive issue.”112 The recourse of patience can mitigate such 

escalation: “Cease what you are doing. Count to 10. Take a break. Read a 

book. Watch some videos on Youtube. Don’t edit. Don’t press the ‘save 

page’ button. Do what you have to do to cool down.”113 Consider a discus-

sion as to whether the contentious “Articles for Deletion” process could 

be suspended for a month,114 in which a Wikipedian recommended that 

instead of panicking,

both camps could Assume Good Faith and relax a bit, each not thinking that the 

“other guys” are a bunch of deranged encyclopedia-haters who want to destroy ev-

erything in an orgy of deletion and/or garage band stubs [incomplete vanity ar-

ticles].:) A lot of people are currently disagreeing over what sorts of articles merit in-

clusion in Wikipedia, but it’s not like most of those people think Wikipedia’s going 

to go down in flames if the “wrong” standards are picked. At least, they shouldn’t. 

Wikipedia is more resistant than that.115

Patience is further implicated by “Assume Good Faith,” since frustrating 

behavior resulting from ignorance, rather than malice, is remedied in time, 

as the “Please Don’t Bite the Newcomers” guideline cautions:

New contributors are prospective “members” and are therefore our most valuable 

resource. We must treat newcomers with kindness and patience—nothing scares po-

tentially valuable contributors away faster than hostility. It is impossible for a new-
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comer to be completely familiar with the policies, standards, style, and community 

of Wikipedia (or of a certain topic) before they start editing. If any newcomer got all 

those things right, it would be by complete chance.116

And the guideline of ”Do Not Disrupt Wikipedia to Illustrate a Point” has a 

similar concern with dampening an escalation toward principle and return-

ing to the immediate concern at hand,117 as does the essay “Wikipedia Is 

Not Therapy”:

Wikipedia is not therapy. If a user has behavior problems which result in disrup-

tion of the collective work of creating a useful reference, then their participation in 

Wikipedia may be restricted or banned entirely. This should not be done without pa-

tiently discussing any problems with the user, but if the behavior is not controlled, 

ultimately the project will be protected by restricting the user’s participation in the 

project.118

Finally, the technology of wiki itself furthers patience as a change can 

always be reversed without fear of permanent damage; as software devel-

oper and author Karl Fogel notes with respect to producing free and open 

source software: “version control means you can relax.”119

The extent to which patience is extended to problematic participants 

has been a source of (pleasant?) surprise for Wikipedia cofounder Jimmy 

Wales, who once noted, “when I am asked to look into cases of ‘admin 

abuse’ and I choose to do so, I generally find myself astounded at how nice 

we are to complete maniacs, and for how long.”120 Yet such patience can 

be exhausted, as noted by Larry Sanger, the other Wikipedia cofounder and 

present apostate:

A second school of thought held that all Wikipedia contributors, even the most dif-

ficult, should be treated respectfully and with so-called WikiLove. Hence trolls were 

not to be identified as such (since “troll” is a term of abuse), and were to be removed 

from the project only after a long (and painful) public discussion.121

Not surprisingly, the balance of patience to be extended continues to be 

a topic of discussion. Yet there are cases in which participants disappoint 

all good assumptions, wear patience thin, and remain lovable only to their 

mothers; up to, and even after, this point, participants are still expected to 

remain civil.

Civility

A subtle, but important, incoherence is found within the Wikipedia 

“Policies and Guidelines” page: “Respect other contributors. Wikipedia 
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contributors come from many different countries and cultures, and have 

widely different views. Treating others with respect is key to collaborating 

effectively in building an encyclopedia.”122 Are Wikipedians to genuinely 

respect all others, or (merely) treat them with respect? A comment in the 

“Civility” policy points to the second interpretation: “We cannot always 

expect people to love, honor, obey, or even respect another. But we have 

every right to demand civility.”123 I make this distinction between genuine 

respect and acting with respect based on Mark Kingwell’s useful definition 

of civility in public discourse:

It is true that civility as I characterize it is related to mutual respect, but there is a 

crucial difference: genuine respect is too strong a value to demand . . . in a deeply 

pluralistic society. The relative advantage of civility is that it does not ask partici-

pants to do anything more than treat political interlocutors as if they were worthy of 

respect and understanding, keeping their private thoughts to themselves.124

Consequently, civility acts as both a baseline for building a culture of good 

faith and as a last line of defense against escalation. Despite expectations to 

act in good faith, “Assume Good Faith,” walk in another’s shoes, see anoth-

er’s humanity, and love and respect one another, failing all of this, Wiki-

pedians should still be civil and treat each other with respect. This means 

refraining from “personal attacks, rudeness, and aggressive behaviours that 

disrupt the project and lead to unproductive stress and conflict.”125 Other-

wise, as Kingwell notes, “when civility fails, we all lose, because as citizens 

we lose the possibility of justice, and of a genuinely shared political com-

munity.”126 Or, as Wikipedia warns: “Being rude, insensitive or petty makes 

people upset and prevents Wikipedia from working properly.”127 A lack of 

civility is self-reciprocating, in that alienation begets alienation, and other 

faults, such as hypocrisy, soon follow, which “has the same effect on good 

faith that termites have on wooden houses.”128

Aside from the communicative aspect of dampening counterproductive 

hostility, historically, civility has also played a role in the production, or 

at the least legitimation, of knowledge. In A Social History of Truth, Steven 

Shapin notes that “gentlemen,” as signified in part by their civility, were 

thought of as arbiters of truth because their privileged status allegedly ren-

dered them immune from external pressure: the man who did not have 

to labor for his bread was least likely to “shift” his views.129 (Though one 

might argue that the gentleman’s privileged status certainly biased his per-

spective.) Although civility is still important within Wikipedia, it is not 
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relied on as a premodern performance to represent social standing and con-

sequently the ability to legitimate knowledge. Rather, encyclopedic knowl-

edge emerges from civil discourse between people who may be strangers; 

civility facilitates the generation of knowledge rather than being a proxy for 

social standing or institutional affiliation.130

That said, civility can be a difficult principle for the community, as peo-

ple vary in their outspokenness and sensitivity. In the summer of 2009 a 

large poll was conducted among English Wikipedians, asking whether the 

civility policy was satisfactory, or abused or selectively enforced (i.e., were 

people baited and then attacked with this policy); also, was its application 

consistent across all parts of Wikipedia, and did it interfere with clarity? 

The resulting summary concluded that:

The majority of people feel the current civility policy is too lenient, and that it is in-

consistently applied and unenforceable. Most people feel that civil behaviour applies 

as much on personal talkpages as elsewhere, and that there are particular problems 

with civil behaviour on Recent Changes Patrol and Admin Noticeboards. Almost 

everyone feels we are too harsh on new users, though just over half the people feel 

that when it comes to experienced users that expectations of behaviour depends on 

context and the people involved. Most people feel that baiting is under-recognised, 

although it was noted that it is difficult to recognise baiting, and that people have a 

choice in how they respond.131

This does not imply civility will be abandoned as a policy; the principle at 

least will persist, although it and its implementation will continue to be 

discussed, no doubt.

Humor

Humor is not a policy or guideline of Wikipedia, but it suffuses the culture 

and is the true last resort when faced with maddening circumstances.132 

Certainly, Wikipedia is the butt of many jokes. The satirical newspaper the 

The Onion has made fun of the often-contentious character of Wikipedia 

with an article about the U.S. Congress abandoning an attempt at a wiki 

version of the Constitution; it also lampooned Wikipedia’s reliability with 

the article “Wikipedia Celebrates 750 Years of American Independence.”133 

Wikipedia has also been the source of fun for many Web comics, such as 

a Penny Arcade strip entitled “I Have The Power,” showing the evil cartoon 

character Skeletor changing He-man’s description from “the most powerful 

man on earth” to “actually a tremendous jackass and not really that power-

ful.”134 Wikipedians are also capable of laughing at themselves. In August 
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2009 there were over seven hundred articles listed in Wikipedia’s humor 

category,135 including a dozen or so songs and poems, such as “Hotel Wiki-

pedia” and “If I Were an Admin.”136 An excerpt from my favorite, based on 

a ditty from Gilbert and Sullivan’s The Pirates of Penzance, best captures the 

character of Wikipedians:

I am the very model of a modern Wikipedian, / My knowledge of things trivial is 

way above the median, / I know, and care, what Kelly Clarkson’s next CD might just 

be called, / And all the insults Hilary and Lindsay to each other bawled. / I’m very 

well acquainted, too, with memes upon the Internet, / I think the dancing hamster 

would be excellent as a pet. / About the crackpots’ physics I am teeming with a lot o’ 

news, / The Time Cube has but four sides and it’s not got a hypotenuse.137

Nor is humor relegated only to the funny category. It is present in many 

of the norms discussed so far, capturing the difficult character of these 

principles and their practice. For example, the “In Bad Faith” essay collects 

examples of bad faith, such as “If I compromise, they’ll know it’s a sign 

of weakness,” and “That policy page is wrong, because it doesn’t describe 

what I do. I’ll fix it.”138 The “Neutral Point of View” policy notes that when 

you are writing for the enemy “the other side might very well find your 

attempts to characterize their views substandard, but it’s the thought that 

counts.”139 The “Don’t Be Dense” essay asks the reader to remember that 

“‘Assume Good Faith’ is a nicer restatement of ‘Never assume malice when 

stupidity will suffice.’ Try not to be stupid either.”140 In recognition of the 

unavoidable absurdity of “isms” there is the most absurd, though quite 

reasonable, philosophy of all, the AWWDMBJAWGCAWAIFDSPBATDMTD 

faction: “The Association of Wikipedians Who Dislike Making Broad Judge-

ments About the Worthiness of a General Category of Article, and Who Are 

In Favor of the Deletion of Some Particularly Bad Articles, but That Doesn’t 

Mean They are Deletionist.”141 And given the hundreds of user-created Laws 

of Wikipedia, Kmarinas86’s Law of Contradiction recommends that “When 

one law contradicts the other(s), the funniest one applies first.”142

Humor serves as an instrument of anxiety-releasing self-reflection. As the 

saying goes, if you can’t laugh at yourself, who can you laugh at? Michael 

Schrage, author of the 1990 book Shared Minds: The New Technologies of Col-

laboration, alludes to the importance of humor when he writes:

Designing for collaboration requires an architect with a sense of humor. After all, 

collaborative relationships have to cope with the misunderstandings as well as the 

epiphanies, and the tool should be able to support them all with grace. Creating an 
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environment that stimulates the relaxed intensity that marks effective collaboration is 

a craft, not a science. It requires both an aesthetic sense and a grasp of functionality.143

Humor is also an instance of intellectual joy, like the many jokes and puns 

common to geek culture. Ultimately, Wikipedia is supposed to be enjoy-

able. When circumstances arise such as battling spammers, trying to dis-

cern the well-meaning newbie from a troll, politicking over the deletion of 

an article, and other inherently contentious and non-fun activities, humor 

serves as a way to restore balance. At times, it may also disrupt balance. For 

example, sarcasm is a brand of frequently unproductive humor, as paro-

died in the “Sarcasm Is Really Helpful” essay: “Sarcasm works really well in 

online media, because it’s so easy to pick up on without all of those pesky 

extratextual cues. It’s hard to see how the employment of sarcasm could 

possibly be counterproductive.”144 Also, many Wikipedians dread April 1 

because this tomfoolery isn’t present and understood in all cultures, some 

use the date as an excuse for outright vandalism, and many object to any 

change of encyclopedic articles for humorous purposes. English Wikipedia 

currently solves this problem every year by featuring a new article on a 

topic so odd you would think it is a prank, but it is not.145 Sometimes the 

values of civility and humor are posed as opposites:

P.S. I know I’m not alone in saying that I have considered leaving Wikipedia on 

several occasions not because of incivility or personal attacks, but because there are 

people who can’t and refuse to take an obvious joke. The humorless people will ruin 

Wikipedia before those who aren’t prim, proper and civil.146

However, I find that gentle humor and civility more often than not are 

complementary. When they are not, the question often comes down to—

just as it may in the schoolyard—who is the butt of the joke.

Conclusion

Wikis are a relatively novel way of working together: online, asynchronous, 

possibly anonymous, incremental, and cumulative. Do these features alone 

explain the success of Wikipedia? Not quite. Each also has possible demer-

its. Flame-ridden, scattered, unaccountable, half-baked piles of bunk are a 

possible future for any wiki. As the WikiLove essay notes, “Because people 

coming from radically different perspectives work on Wikipedia together—

religious fundamentalists and secular humanists, conservatives and social-

ists, etc.—it is easy for discussions to degenerate into flamewars.”147
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So, in addition to technology, a community’s collaborative culture is an 

important factor in determining what its future holds. Wiki communities 

are also a fascinating subject of study because one can closely follow the 

emergence of and discourse on their culture: what is important, what is 

acceptable, and what does it all mean? On a wiki, the regenerative, recur-

sive, or dual nature of community policy and practice renders discussions 

about these questions intensely transparent—not that this makes it neces-

sarily easy to filter and understand. As Leuf and Cunningham wrote in 2001, 

“Wiki culture, like many other social experiments, is interesting, exciting, 

involving, evolving, and ultimately not always very well understood.”148

In the case of the English Wikipedia, there is a collaborative culture that 

asks its participants to assume two postures: a stance of neutral point of 

view on matters of knowledge, and a stance of good faith toward one’s 

fellow contributors. Whereas NPOV renders the subject matter of a col-

laborative encyclopedia compatible, good faith makes it possible to work 

together. It is as if the NPOV permits collaborators to bring together the 

“scattered and ineffective mental wealth” of H. G. Wells’s jigsaw. However, 

this doesn’t mean the process of working together will be effective or enjoy-

able. Therefore, a culture of assuming the best of others, and demonstrating 

patience, civility, and humor facilitates collaborating with one’s peers, of 

varied persuasions, to fit the pieces together. As the “Collaboration First” 

essay declares: “A productive contributor who cannot collaborate is not a 

productive contributor.”149





4 The Puzzle of Openness

Problematic users will drive good users away from Wikipedia far more often than 

good users will drive away problematic ones.

—Extreme Unction’s Third Law

Trolls are the driving force of Wikipedia. The worst trolls often spur the best editors 

into creating a brilliant article with watertight references where without the trollish 

escapades we would only have a brief stub.

—Bachmann’s Law

A central aspiration in the pursuit of a universal encyclopedia is increased 

access to information: an opening of opportunity and capability to anyone 

with a desire to learn. Ironically, such an encyclopedia only became pos-

sible with universal access to its production. However, Wikipedia’s open-

ness, based on the inspiration of the Free and Open Source Software (FOSS) 

movement and the capabilities of hypertext, is not a collaborative panacea. 

The two, at odds, “laws” of Wikipedia that begin this chapter are evidence 

that openness has advantages and disadvantages—and people don’t even 

agree about which is which. (Since neither law is funny, Kmarinas86’s Law 

of Contradiction, in which the most humorous wins, is of little help.) In 

fact, like the issues of consensus and leadership addressed in the next two 

chapters, openness, including to those who may alienate good users or 

drive them to brilliance, is a bit of a puzzle itself.

Wikipedia’s claim of openness is seen in its motto: “Wikipedia, the free 

encyclopedia that anyone can edit.”1 But what do the terms openness—and 

anyone—actually mean? Because of the ascendancy of FOSS, open is now 

a buzzword, becoming a prefix to even such well-established notions as 

democracy and religion.2 Additionally, when contemporary sources speak 

of openness as an attribute of community, it is often in an overly simplistic 
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way; projects like the Linux kernel, Apache Web server, and Wikipedia are 

often mischaracterized by way of an inappropriate, if not naïve, extreme. A 

utopian rendering of openness is that “anything goes”: there are no com-

munity structures or norms, anyone can do anything they please.

This understanding of “anything goes” is untenable: some level of struc-

ture is inevitable in social relations, and often necessary to support other 

values. In his 1911 book Political Parties, Rober Michels wrote of the devel-

opment of an oligarchy within democratic parties as an “Iron Law.” In 1970 

Jo Freeman wrote about the “tyranny” present in seemingly egalitarian 

feminist groups of the earlier decade: “’Structurelessness’ is organisationally 

impossible. We cannot decide whether to have a structured or structureless 

group; only whether or not to have a formally structured one.” And more 

recently, Mitch Kapor expressed a similar sentiment with respect to the 

early management of the Internet when he noted: “Inside every working 

anarchy, there’s an Old Boy Network.”3

To be fair, Wikipedia has not helped this confusion given its early rule of 

“Ignore All Rules.” Granted, it is clever to have a rule dismissing rules, and 

its substance is of merit: recognizing the robustness of wikis and painful-

ness of bureaucracy: “If a rule prevents you from improving or maintaining 

Wikipedia, ignore it.”4 However, such a bald, even if humorous, assertion is 

bound to require qualification. The essay “What ‘Ignore All Rules’ Means” 

explains that novices should feel free to contribute, don’t be overly legal-

istic but work in the spirit of improving the encyclopedia, and there is no 

substitute for good judgment. It doesn’t mean “every action is justifiable,” 

nor is it an excuse or exemption from accountability.5

Yet, these difficulties do not mean the notion of openness should be 

jettisoned altogether. The prevalence of the term open in contemporary dis-

course is indicative of something important, and provides a window into 

understanding the English Wikipedia community. For example, in 2001 

Jimmy Wales posted a “Statement of Principles,” the first of which is that 

“Wikipedia’s success to date is entirely a function of our open community. 

This community will continue to live and breathe and grow only so long 

as those of us who participate in it continue to Do The Right Thing.”6 But 

what constitutes “the right thing” in the context of openness?

In the following sections, I portray Wikipedia in light of five characteris-

tics of what I call an open content community. This concept permits me to dis-

tinguish between a type of content, such as FOSS, and the community that 
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produces it.7 (A “closed” company can produce software under an “open” 

license.) It also permits me to identify more specific values implicit in dis-

cussions about openness, such as transparency and nondiscrimination. 

Openness and its related values are then considered in light of four cases in 

which we see the Wikipedia community wrestling with how it conceives of 

itself. In the first case I return to the question of whether Wikipedia is really 

something “anyone can edit”? That is, when Wikipedia implemented new 

technical features to help limit vandalization of the site, did it make Wiki-

pedia more or less open? In the second case I describe the way in which 

a maturing open content community’s requirement to interact with the 

world beyond Wikipedia affects its openness. In this case, I review Wiki-

pedia’s “office action” in which agents of Wikipedia act privately so as to 

mitigate potential legal problems, though this is contrary to the commu-

nity values of deliberation and transparency. Third, I briefly review con-

cerns of how bureaucratization within Wikipedia might threaten openness. 

Finally, I explore a case in which a closed (female-only) group is set up 

outside of, and perhaps because of, the “openness” of the larger Wikipedia 

community.

Open Content Communities

I use the word community to speak of a group of interdependent people 

who “participate together in discussion and decision making and who 

share certain practices that both define the community and are restored 

by it.”8 Wikipedia community members do share common practices and 

norms; as we’ve seen, they share a collaborative culture. Furthermore, the 

Wikipedia community can be further understood as “prosocial” in that it 

exhibits behavior that is intentional, voluntary, and of benefit to others.9 

But even if we can defensibly claim it is a prosocial community, can anyone 

claim that it is truly open? Such a question requires a better sense of what 

open means. After reviewing its many uses as inspired by FOSS, I character-

ize openness in this context as an accessible and flexible type of collaboration 

whose result may be widely shared.10 More specifically, an open content com-

munity is characterized by:

• Open content: provides content that is available under FOSS licenses.

• Transparency: makes its processes, rules, determinations, and their ratio-

nales available.
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• Integrity: ensures the integrity of the processes and the participants’ 

contributions.

• Nondiscrimination: prohibits arbitrary discrimination against persons, 

groups, or characteristics not relevant to the community’s scope of activity. 

Persons and proposals should be judged on their merits. Leadership should 

be based on meritocratic or representative processes.

• Noninterference: the linchpin of openness, if a constituency disagrees 

with the implementation of the previous three values, the open content 

license permits the constituents to take the content and commence work 

under their own conceptualization without interference. While “forking” is 

often complained about in open communities—it can create some redun-

dancy/inefficiency—it is an essential characteristic and major benefit of 

open communities as well.

Although the first and last characteristics provide a “bright line” with which 

one can distinguish between instances of open content by their copyright 

licenses and the consequent ability to fork, the social values of transpar-

ency, integrity, and nondiscrimination do not provide an equally clear 

demarcation. (What counts as open or free content has not always been an 

easy question either, but we do now have the “Free Software Definition,” 

“Open Source Definition,” and “Definition of Free Cultural Works.”11) 

Additionally, although the often-voluntary character of contribution is 

not directly related to openness, it is critical to understanding the moral/

ideological light in which many members view their participation. Each 

of these characteristics is explored so as to identify the context and values 

inherent in discussions by the community about itself.

Open Content

As noted, what is often meant by the term open is a generalization from 

the FOSS movement. Communities marshaling themselves under this ban-

ner cooperatively produce, in public view, software, technical standards, or 

other content that is intended to be widely shared. Fortunately, there are 

now a number of excellent works on the FOSS phenomenon;12 therefore, I 

only provide a brief description to clarify what is meant by “open content” 

and to identify one of Wikipedia’s main inspirations.

The free software movement was spearheaded by Richard Stallman at 

MIT in the 1980s. When Stallman found it difficult to obtain the source 
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code of a troublesome Xerox printer, he feared that the freedom to tinker 

with and improve technology was being challenged by a different, pro-

prietary conceptualization of information.13 To respond to this shift he 

created two organizations: the GNU Project in 1984, which develops and 

maintains free software, and the Free Software Foundation (FSF) in 1985,14 

which houses legal and advocacy efforts. Perhaps most importantly he 

wrote the first version of the GNU General Public License (GPL) in 1989. 

The GPL is the seminal copyright license for “free software”; it ensures that 

the “freedom” associated with being able to access and modify software 

is maintained with the original software and its derivations. It has impor-

tant safeguards, including its famous reciprocal provision: if you modify 

and distribute software obtained under the GPL license, your derivation 

must also be licensed and available under the GPL. (This provision is some-

times referred to as “viral” though some find this label derogatory.) Because 

such software is often of little or no cost to acquire, cost and freedom are 

sometimes conflated; this is answered with the slogan “Think free as in free 

speech, not free beer.”

In 1991, Linus Torvalds started development of Linux, a UNIX-like oper-

ating system kernel, the core computer program that mediates between 

applications and the underlying hardware. While it was not part of the 

GNU Project, and differed in design philosophy from the GNU’s kernel 

(named “Hurd”), it was released under the GPL. While Stallman’s stance 

on “freedom” is more ideological, Torvalds’s approach is more pragmatic. 

Furthermore, other projects, such as the Apache Web server, and eventu-

ally Netscape’s Mozilla Web browser, were developed under similar open 

licenses except that, unlike the GPL, they often permit proprietary deri-

vations. With such a license, a company may take open source software, 

change it, and include it in the company’s product without releasing its 

changes back to the community.

The tension between the ideology of free software and its other, addi-

tional benefits led to the concept of open source in 1998. The Open Source 

Initiative (OSI) was founded when Netscape was considering the release of 

its browser as free software; during these discussions, participants “decided 

it was time to dump the moralizing and confrontational attitude that had 

been associated with ‘free software’ in the past and sell the idea strictly on 

the same pragmatic, business-case grounds that had motivated Netscape. 

They brainstormed about tactics and a new label. ‘Open source,’ contributed 
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by Chris Peterson, was the best thing they came up with.”15 Under the open 

source banner the language and ideology of freedom were sidelined so as to 

highlight pragmatic benefits and increase corporate involvement.

The benefits of openness are not limited to software. Because the FSF felt 

the documentation that accompanies free software should also be free it 

created the GNU Free Documentation License (GFDL) in 1999. Of course, in 

the new millennium this model of openness has extended to forms of cul-

tural production beyond technical content. Wikipedia’s cofounder Jimmy 

Wales has stated that a seminal article by Eric Raymond, which likened 

FOSS production to that of a vibrant, decentralized bazaar, “opened my 

eyes to the possibility of mass collaboration.”16 In fact, in October 2001, 

when Wikipedia was not even one year old, Wales collected those prin-

ciples he thought were responsible for and would continue to be needed 

for Wikipedia’s success. In his “Statement of Principles,” Wales wrote that 

“success to date is entirely a function of our open community.” As Nupedia 

and Wikipedia were licensed under the GFDL from the start, “The GNU FDL 

[GFDL] license, the openness and viral nature of it, are fundamental to the 

long-term success of the site.”17

Ironically, Wikipedia is not looked upon favorably by some prominent 

FOSS developers. Eric Raymond has characterized Wikipedia as a “disaster” 

that is “infested with moonbats”;18 in his view Wikipedia is an unsuitable 

case of the open source model because the merit of software developers and 

their code can be judged by objective standards (e.g., speed or efficiency), 

but knowledge claims cannot. A participant on the geek discussion site 

Kuro5hin writes, “People love to compare Wikipedia to Open Source but 

guess what: bad, incorrect code doesn’t compile. Bad, incorrect information 

on the ’net lives on and non-experts hardly ever notice the mistake.”19 FOSS 

scholar Felix Stalder notes this difference between functional and expres-

sive content is one of the key differences between “open source” and “open 

culture.”20

In time, because the GFDL was intended to accompany the textual docu-

mentation of software, and was perceived by some as not being flexible 

enough, new nonsoftware content licenses have appeared. More widely, 

the Creative Commons project, launched in 2001, provides licenses for 

the sharing of texts, photos, and music. Law professor Lawrence Lessig, a 

founder of Creative Commons, helped popularize the notion of freedom 

and openness in domains beyond software with his book Free Culture.21 
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Wikipedia is probably the best-known example in the wider free culture 

movement today.

Transparency and Integrity

On the Meatball wiki, “a common space for wiki developers and propri-

etors from all over the Internet to collaborate,” the values of transparency 

and integrity are partially captured by what it calls “Fair Process,” which 

itself includes the three principles of engagement, explanation, and clar-

ity; fair process is particularly important in voluntary communities, where 

“because fair process builds trust and commitment, people will go above 

and beyond the call of duty.”22

While in the past some have warned of “eroding accountability in 

computerized societies,” more recently others have argued that the open 

development of FOSS may be an exception, and even provide a model 

for achieving accountability for other technologies or institutions.23 Con-

sequently it shouldn’t be surprising that transparency has come to be 

an attributed feature of Wikipedia. Jill Coffin explains that transparency 

“allows participants to understand the reasoning behind decisions, con-

tributing to trust in the Wikipedia process. It also allows newbies a means 

to understand informal community protocol and culture, as well as reduce 

abusive practice.” Wiki technology and culture promote the documenta-

tion of proposals, discussions, and decisions—everything, actually. Integ-

rity can then flow from the accountability inherent to such transparency: 

the record is there for all to see. Coffin relates this to a famous Linux apho-

rism: “Schlock and chaos are avoided due to the watchful eyes of the many, 

exemplifying Linus’ Law, coined and articulated by hacker Eric Raymond 

as ‘Given enough eyes, all bugs are shallow.’”24 Some scholars even argue 

that Wikipedia “embodies an approximation” of philosopher Jürgen Haber-

mas’s notion of “rational discourse” (i.e., noncoercive, open to participa-

tion, and discursive).25 At Wikipedia, the importance and hoped-for effects 

of transparency can be seen in the expectations of its “stewards,” who have 

significant power in administrating all other user rights:

Steward activity is visible in the Meta rights log. When a request is fulfilled, stew-

ards should note what they did at the local request page (each new request should 

be accompanied by a link to this) or on the Meta request page. Steward discussions 

should occur on Meta, rather than by e-mail, so people can understand the stewards’ 

decisions and ways of working.26
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However, just as a naïve rendering of openness as “anything goes” is overly 

simplistic, so is the sense that just because something has been posted on 

the Web one has achieved a perfect level of transparency and integrity. As 

we shall see, there might still be other private communication channels 

and sometimes too much information can be as disabling as not having 

any at all.

Nondiscrimination

A common tendency in groups is to adopt a parochial in-group/out-group 

mentality; Wikipedia cultural norms attempt to counter this. In the 2001 

“Statement of Principles” Wales wrote, “Newcomers are always to be wel-

comed. There must be no cabal, there must be no elites, there must be no 

hierarchy or structure which gets in the way of this openness to newcom-

ers.” This is further reflected in the famous Wikipedia maxim “Please Do 

Not Bite the Newcomers.”27

Beyond newcomers, there are also norms of nondiscrimination with 

respect to behavior and beliefs. In the wikiEN-l thread entitled “Wikipedia 

and autism,” Tony Sidaway wrote of the treatment of two admittedly dif-

ficult contributors: “Both of them have expressed a strong wish to produce 

work for Wikipedia. Both of them produce articles that appear weird to 

non-autists. In my opinion, neither represents a threat to Wikipedia com-

mensurate to the treatment they have received.”28 Wikipedians then dis-

cussed how they might best work with and encourage such contributors. 

Also, as seen in the neo-Nazi scenario at the beginning of this book, Wiki-

pedia administrator MattCrypto unblocked a “racialist” because he thought 

it was unfair to block individuals because of their affiliations rather than for 

their actions on Wikipedia. Even those with criticisms of Wikipedia should 

be welcomed if they connect in a constructive way, as Wales notes in his 

“Statement of Principles”:

Anyone with a complaint should be treated with the utmost respect and dignity. 

They should be encouraged constantly to present their problems in a constructive 

way in the open forum of the mailing list. Anyone who just complains without 

foundation, refusing to join the discussion, I am afraid I must simply reject and ig-

nore. Consensus is a partnership between interested parties working positively for a 

common goal. I must not let the “squeaky wheel” be greased just for being a jerk.29

However, it is interesting to note that the “Statement of Principles” of Octo-

ber 27, which is a seminal articulation of the Wikipedia ethos, appeared 
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after two other messages relevant to Wikipedia openness. Jimmy Wales and 

Larry Sanger are often inappropriately placed at extremes of the “crowds 

versus experts” continuum; however, Sanger has welcomed mass participa-

tion under the guidance of experts and Wales has recognized the challenge 

of mass participation as Wikipedia continues to grow, as seen in a contro-

versial message Wales posted on October 18:

One of the wonderful things about the wiki software, and something that has served 

us very well so far, is that it is totally wide open. I suspect that any significant devia-

tion from that would kill the magic of the process.

On the other hand, we really are moving into uncharted territory. Wikipedia is 

already, as far as I know, the most active and heavily trafficked wiki to ever exist. 

It seems a virtual certainty that the wide open model will start to show some strain 

(primarily from vandalism) as we move forward.

I have this idea that there should be in the software some concept of “old timer” 

or “karma points.” This would empower some shadowy mysterious elite group of 

us to do things that might not be possible for newbies. Editing the homepage for 

example. We already had one instance of very ugly graffiti posted there (a porno-

graphic cartoon).30

This message was a faux pas on Wales’s part. In chapter 6, I note that an 

open content community is often led by a “benevolent dictator,” and the 

community deals with the anxiety arising from the tension between the 

egalitarian ethos and autocratic leadership by way of irony and humor. In 

this message Wales speaks of being a dictator and of a cabal in much the 

same way—without appreciating that the joke doesn’t work when he tells 

it. One week later Wales was forced to explain:

In a letter to wikipedia-l, I injudiciously used the word “cabal” and made reference 

to a “shadowy mysterious elite.” This was a very poor choice of words on my part. I 

thought that many or most people would understand it for what it was—the notion 

of a non-existent cabal, allegedly controlling things, when in fact there is not one, 

would be well understood.

Let me be clear. In wikipedia, there should be no elites. All legitimate partici-

pants, no matter how much they may disagree on political, philosophical, or other 

issues, should always be able to edit pages in the same fashion as they can now. Only 

behavior that truely and clearly rises to the level of vandalism should be fought with 

extremely cautious uses of software security measures.31

And the following day Wales posted his “Statement of Principles” on the 

wiki, further highlighting the importance of openness to Wikipedia’s suc-

cess. Even so, fears of a cabal continue to arise every so often; it is human 

nature and a social inevitability for practice to sometimes fall short of 
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principle and for people to be suspicious of those in power. On the one 

hand, Wikipedians frequently raise concerns about transparency, integrity, 

and discrimination;32; on the other, Extreme Unction’s First Law notes that 

“if enough people act independently towards the same goal, the end result 

is indistinguishable from a conspiracy.”33

Noninterference

Simply, if the content is available under an open/free license, those dis-

satisfied with it or the community can take the content and work on it 

elsewhere.34 Steven Weber notes the importance of forking by claiming: 

“The core freedom in free software is precisely and explicitly the right to 

fork.” While I don’t consider it to be the “core freedom” but rather a critical 

social implication of open/free content, it is a “fundamental characteristic” 

of FOSS. And I do agree that “to explain the open source process is, in large 

part, to explain why [forking] does not happen very often and why it does 

when it does, as well as what that means for cooperation.”35 To this end, 

David Wheeler likens forking to “the ability to call for a vote of no confi-

dence or a labor strike . . . . Fundamentally, the ability to create a fork forces 

project leaders to pay attention to their constituencies.”36

Forks of Wikipedia content have happened and continued to be threat-

ened and discussed. For example, because of a misunderstanding about the 

possibility of Wikipedia carrying advertising, the Spanish-language Wikipe-

dia was forked into Enciclopedia Libre Universal.37 (The misunderstanding has 

since been resolved and Spanish Wikipedia has superseded the fork.) Or, as 

noted, Larry Sanger’s dissatisfaction with the lack of respect for expert con-

tributors at Wikipedia led him to start the Citizendium project, which uses 

the same software (“MediaWiki”) as Wikipedia and considered adopting 

and improving its content.38 However, definitively settling upon Citizen-

dium’s license was not a quick or easy process. One concern among some 

Citizendium contributors was that if they were to use the GFDL license, 

and therefore able to use (and improve upon) Wikipedia content, Wikipe-

dia could import the improved Citizendium content back into itself. This 

was unacceptable to those who wished to distinguish themselves and the 

superiority of their approach. Therefore, as some Wikipedia content had 

already been adopted, Citizendium experimented with the possibility of 

“unforking” their borrowed content—rewriting it from scratch. However, 

in December 2007, Citizendium chose a Creative Commons license, which, 
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after an orthogonal effort to make it and the GFDL compatible, means 

“Wikipedia and the Citizendium will be able to exchange content easily.”39 

In any case, forking of Wikipedia is an acknowledged possibility and conse-

quent of its openness, as Wales noted early on with Nupedia: “One impor-

tant thing to note is that if advocates of some viewpoint wish to claim that 

we are biased, and we are unable to come to a consensus accommodation of 

some kind, they will be free to use our content as a foundation, and to build 

their own encyclopedia with various articles added or removed. This is the 

sense in which open source is about free speech, rather than free beer.”40

Discussing Openness

Openness entails a handful of constituent values that are not always easily 

reconcilable in problematic situations. In the following sections I review 

four cases that challenged the community on questions of openness: 

whether anyone can really edit, the legitimacy of office actions, the effects 

of bureaucratization, and the WikiChix enclave.

Can Anyone Really Edit?

As noted, the English Wikipedia declares itself as “the free encyclopedia 

that anyone can edit.”41 Presently, this includes the unregistered/anony-

mous (i.e., those who don’t have an account or don’t log into it before 

editing). Despite the common retort that Wikipedia is “not an anarchy,” 

among other things,42 the feature of openness and anonymous editing con-

tinues to be a valued part of Wikipedia’s identity: even those who always 

log in might still support allowing others to edit without logging in.

Before discussing anonymity, blocking, and openness, some background 

information is in order. Every edit to Wikipedia is captured and can be 

reviewed on the article’s history page. Wikipedia contributors may choose 

to register an account with a name/identity of their choosing: it might be 

personally identifiable, or a pseudonym. Editors who have not logged in 

to such an account are often referred to as “anonymous.”43 In the history 

log, the edit of an anonymous user is attributed to an IP address, the num-

ber associated with a user’s computer by their Internet service provider. 

The reason the term anonymous is not strictly correct is that there have 

been cases in which these numbers have been traced back to a particular 

computer. For example, the offices of U.S. Congressional representatives 
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were identified as being responsible for removing true but embarrassing 

information on Wikipedia.44 In fact, individuals who wish to protect their 

privacy would be better off creating a pseudonym with which to edit Wiki-

pedia content. Then, only the few “checkuser” Wikipedians would be able 

to determine the IP address of the originating computer.45

Unfortunately, Wikipedia is continually vandalized. However, there are 

various automated tools (“bots”) and groups of users (e.g., the “RC [recent 

changes] Patrol”) that roll back or “revert” articles to their previous state. If 

a page is particularly contentious, it can be protected for a period to prohibit 

all nonadministrator changes. When it becomes clear that a specific user is 

persistently abusive, administrators may block his or her editing for a speci-

fied period, or in serious cases they might institute a lifetime ban.46 How-

ever, a blocked user might create another account or edit anonymously. 

Consequently, administrators have the ability to block users based on their 

IP addresses. While some blocks might be mistaken or questionable, it is dif-

ficult to conceive of Wikipedia working without such a feature as it would 

soon be overwhelmed with junk. As the “Wikipedia Is Not an Experiment 

in Anarchy” article states:

Wikipedia is free and open, but restricts both freedom and openness where they 

interfere with creating an encyclopedia. Accordingly, Wikipedia is not a forum for 

unregulated free speech. The fact that Wikipedia is an open, self-governing project 

does not mean that any part of its purpose is to explore the viability of anarchistic 

communities. Our purpose is to build an encyclopedia, not to test the limits of an-

archism.47

However, since one’s IP address can change, or many users may share an 

IP address, this approach sometimes blocks the innocent; a balance must 

be struck between the values of openness and quality. Specifically, to what 

extent do technical features such as blocking vandals or requiring registra-

tion promote or constrain community values such as openness?

Consider an infamous case of 2005 in which the biographical article 

of John Seigenthaler, an administrative assistant to Robert Kennedy, con-

tained the unfounded claim that he was implicated in the assassinations 

of the Kennedy brothers. Much to the embarrassment of many Wikipedi-

ans, Seigenthaler objected in a widely discussed editorial opinion in USA 

Today.48 After the identity of the “anonymous” contributor was revealed as 

the author of a “prank gone wrong,” the press reported that Seigenthaler 

was not holding a grudge, or supporting a regulatory crackdown on the 
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Internet, but he did fear “Wikipedia is inviting it by its allowing irrespon-

sible vandals to write anything they want about anybody.”49

In a message to one of the Wikipedia lists, Jimmy Wales objected to this 

as a mischaracterization of Wikipedia, and its openness. Wales argued that 

to equate openness with defamation is like equating a restaurant’s steak 

knives with stabbings. To force everyone in the restaurant to be isolated 

in steel cages because of the possibility of a stabbing would violate the val-

ues of “human kindness, benevolence, and a positive sense of community” 

and, consequently, “I do not accept the spin that Wikipedia ‘allows any-

one to write anything’ just because we do not metaphysically prevent it by 

putting authors in cages.”50 The question here seems to be to what extent 

does the phrase “allow anyone to edit” include the possibility of “allowing 

pranksters to defame”? Seigenthaler’s position seems to be that the freedom 

to edit implies abuse, whereas Wales seems to be arguing that such a con-

clusion is misleading with respect to the community’s intention and the 

balance of consequences. While vandalism is actively resisted by Wikipedi-

ans, implementing technical or social structures that would make vandal-

ism impossible would conflict with other community values. How might 

Wikipedia decrease the possibility of vandalism without unduly affecting 

other values such as openness?

In December 2005, shortly after the Seigenthaler incident, a new mecha-

nism was announced: page “semi-protection.” This prevents unregistered 

editors, or those registered within the last four days, from editing the pro-

tected page. Previously, any user, anonymous or logged in, would be pro-

hibited from editing a “fully” protected page. Now, while semi-protected 

pages can’t be edited by anonymous and new users, established users can 

edit them.51 Hence, moving pages from full protection to semi-protection 

makes the pages more accessible to Wikipedians.

Much to the chagrin of the community, this proposal gained major 

attention with the publication of a New York Times article entitled “Grow-

ing Wikipedia Revises Its ‘Anyone Can Edit’ Policy.”52 This led Wales to 

comment that:

Not every case of allowing more people to edit would count as “more open.” For 

example, if we had a rule that “Only Jimbo is allowed to edit this article” then this 

would be a lot LESS open than “no one is allowed to edit this article.” Openness re-

fers not only to the number of people who can edit, but a holistic assessment of the 

entire process. I like processes that cut out mindless troll vandalism while allowing 

people of diverse opinions to still edit. Those are much better than full locking.53



86 Chapter 4

On June 21, 2005, the New York Times corrected its original article by not-

ing that some form of protection had always existed on Wikipedia, and the 

online version’s headline now reads “Wikipedia refines” its policy, rather 

than “revises” it.54 And semi-protection was soon complemented with the 

ability to “soft block” IP numbers, meaning one could block anonymous 

users from troublesome IP addresses, “but allow editing by registered users 

when logged in.”55 (Remember, one protects specific pages, but blocks users.) 

During the lengthy discussion about the feature, some expressed a concern 

that it was contrary to the value of openness:

Personally, I think the new blocking policy . . . will do more harm than good. The 

proposal would indubitably mean the blocking (using this logged-in only registra-

tion) of most AOL IPs, Netscape IPs, school districts, public-use computers, and ma-

jor corporations. By only allowing logged-in users on these IPs (since it is inevitable 

that all of them would either be blocked indefinitely or blocked consistently), in my 

opinion, is against the spirit of the Wiki—we’re here to allow *anyone* to edit, not 

just those who want to create accounts.56

Others countered with a pragmatic argument. On the face of it, it might 

appear there are more restrictions as there is a new feature in the software, 

yet it would further the goal of greater access in practice:

I really can’t figure out what you’re arguing here, though. Because right now, when 

an AOL IP is blocked, you can’t edit using it regardless of whether or not you register. 

As I understand it, the proposal is to allow logged in users to edit when they oth-

erwise wouldn’t. Sure, this might lead to admins being more liberal with IP blocks, 

but it doesn’t require it—whether or not admins are more liberal with IP blocks is a 

separate issue, and we could pass policies to ensure that this doesn’t happen.57

In July 2006 acceptance of the soft-blocking proposal was characterized as 

an “avalanche” of support and I have seen little evidence that it or semi-

protection has negatively affected users.58

How does this story of anonymous users, vandals, and blocking engage 

the idea of Wikipedia as an open content community? There are four issues 

worth explicitly identifying so as to answer this question.

First, what is the scope of “anyone”? Does “anyone” include persistent 

vandals with no goal other than disturbing Wikipedia? The community 

has comfortably concluded that it does not—though it does continue to be 

quite forgiving by preferring suspension and a process of escalation before 

outright banning occurs. Does “anyone” include anonymous editors? His-

torically it has, and continues to do so except in cases of suspected abuse.
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Second, how to balance values? As social software researcher Clay Shirky 

points out, a group needs the right amount of freedom; new collaborative 

tools, such as the wiki, can enable, but not guarantee, a balance that is nei-

ther overly managed nor chaotic.59 And openness is not the only value of 

Wikipedia, it is not even the primary one. The ultimate goal of Wikipedia 

is to produce a high-quality encyclopedia. Many believe openness furthers 

the ultimate goal of producing quality content, but a quality encyclope-

dia should not be sacrificed in the face of a detrimental openness. Fortu-

nately, the values of openness, quality, and kindness are often seemingly 

sympathetic to each other. Yet, as seen, there are cases in which they are in 

tension and can be addressed through additional technical intervention.60 

Sanger, with the Citizendium project, for example, has chosen a different 

balance by requiring that all contributors use their real-world identities.

Third, does possibly imply essentially? In an expansion of an argument by 

Langdon Winner wherein certain technologies (e.g., nuclear) can be inher-

ently political (i.e., inherent to certain social and political relationships),61 

some critics maintain that because certain things are possible on Wikipedia 

they are essential to Wikipedia. Whereas Winner argues that the dominant 

uses of technology are determinative, Wikipedia critics go further and argue 

that even a possibility is determining, or to put it another way, “because 

Wikipedia permits foo, it is foo-ish.” Others respond that marginal cases do 

not define the whole and should not be catered to if they conflict with more 

central values. To this end, Wales was quoted in the New York Times article 

as saying: “Protection is a tool for quality control, but it hardly defines 

Wikipedia. What does define Wikipedia is the volunteer community and 

the open participation.”62

Fourth, do technological constraints always imply movement away from 

openness? The ability to block anonymous users associated with an abusive 

IP address was a new feature. Yet innocent anonymous users would have 

been blocked before, as would have those users logged in at that IP address. 

With the new feature the latter group has access it did not before. In this 

case we see the relevance of historical context (existing practice) and practi-

cal effect on the meaning of a technical feature.63

Although some might argue any effort to block even problematic users 

is a step away from openness, a chaotic culture of undisciplined vandals 

would equally disenfranchise those who wish to make a positive contribu-

tion to a viable encyclopedic project. The community must undertake a 
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balancing act, one that is difficult, occasionally settled, and then disrupted 

again. For instance, in 2009, because of continuing concerns about inap-

propriate edits to biography articles, Wales proposed that the “Flagged Revi-

sions” feature be enabled on the English Wikipedia.64 Flagged revisions are 

a long-discussed mechanism by which an approved—rather than the lat-

est—version of a page would be seen by “the public” (i.e., those not logged 

in). This could be used to create a higher-quality view of a wiki, or present 

a stable and inoffensive view of a contentious article (i.e., “Flagged Protec-

tion”65). This proposal might also be thought contrary to the wiki ethos of 

one’s edits being seen immediately upon hitting the “save” button. Indeed, 

in Wales’s “Statement of Principles” he wrote “‘You can edit this page right 

now’ is a core guiding check on everything that we do. We must respect 

this principle as sacred.”66 Of course, sometimes the balance must be shifted 

and one could still edit a page “right now” even if it is not immediately seen 

by the public. Furthermore, while this solution might look like a constraint, 

a closing down of a wiki, it could very well provide greater access than if a 

page is simply protected.

Interfacing with the Outside World

On Wikipedia one is expected to discuss the editing of an article with fel-

low contributors, at a minimum by including a summary when saving an 

edit. Arguments are made in the open with reference to verifiable sources 

and community policy. However, for those with a proprietary interest, this 

process of reasoned discussion can be circumvented via a call or letter to 

the “Wikipedia office,” that is, by formally contacting the Wikimedia Foun-

dation. And, sometimes, rightfully so. What obligation did Seigenthaler, 

someone completely unfamiliar with wikis, have to remove the libelous 

claim from Wikipedia that he was implicated in the assassination of the 

Kennedys?67 None. As Wales wrote, “The problem we are seeing, again and 

again, is this attitude that some poor victim of a biased rant in Wikipedia 

ought to not get pissed and take us up on our offer of ‘anyone can edit’ but 

should rather immerse themselves in our arcane internal culture until they 

understand the right way to get things done.”68

However, unfortunately, the office mechanism can be abused by those 

pushing a nonencyclopedic point of view (POV), such as promoting (or 

censoring negative views of) a commercial product. If such people can’t 

win their arguments on the merits of notability, verifiability, and neutrality 
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within the community, having their lawyer call the office might prompt an 

office intervention—such as deleting objectionable material, which would 

then be labeled with the WP:Office template.

Something like WP:Office, where discussion occurs off-wiki, is an unfor-

tunate though (probably) necessary mechanism for avoiding legal problems. 

Yet, in an ironic twist, office actions soon became a red flag to those who 

dislike this intervention or otherwise like to make trouble for Wikipedia 

(e.g., copying sensitive or contentious materials off Wikipedia to continue 

a controversy). Whereas office actions were intended to quickly and qui-

etly remove a potential liability, they became a flashpoint. This led to the 

unfortunate case in which office actions were taken without being labeled 

as such, so as not to draw attention, and a prominent user had his adminis-

trator status revoked and was blocked indefinitely because he had reverted 

an unlabeled office action. (In the end, his response was an exemplar of 

Wikipedia tact and his position was soon restored.69) Perhaps because of the 

attention caused by office actions, a suppression (revision-hiding) feature 

was introduced that “expunges information from any form of usual access 

even by administrators,” including “username, revision content, and/or 

edit summary in order to remove defamatory material, to protect privacy, 

and sometimes to remove serious copyright violations.”70 Access to this fea-

ture is limited to the few users given “oversight” permission. This is even 

a greater step from openness and is evidence that legal threats had clearly 

become a top priority for the Wikimedia Foundation. Indeed, in 2006 the 

Wikimedia Foundation hired one person to be both “general counsel and 

interim executive director.”71 Similar concerns over the incompatibility 

of copyright and liability regimes with open content production have led 

Larry Sanger to argue that works “developed in a strongly collaborative 

way” merit special protection under a law that is sensitive to the novel way 

in which they are produced.72

Wikipedia’s suppression of information became a mainstream story in 

June 2009. David Rohde, a reporter for the New York Times, had been kid-

napped by the Taliban and held in Afghanistan for seven months until he 

managed to escape. When he did escape, the Times reported that it had sup-

pressed the story during that time, and asked others to do the same, so as 

not to draw attention and further endanger Rohde. This included a request 

to the Foundation to help keep this information off of Wikipedia as an 

anonymous contributor was attempting to add it to Rohde’s biographical 
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article. Knowing that his actions drew attention, Jimmy Wales worked 

with others to prevent its reappearance. Removals were justified based on 

the lack of sufficiently reputable sources for the claim—since the media 

was suppressing the story—and the page was subsequently protected (i.e., 

locked from further edits). Wales said they had no idea who this contribu-

tor was and so “there was no way to reach out quietly and say ‘Dude, stop 

and think about this.’”73 On June 20, the news broke and Wales removed 

the protection. In less than thirty minutes, the contributor, still not appre-

ciating why the information was suppressed, added it again with references 

to stories of Rohde’s escape with an edit summary that said: “Is this enough 

proof you fucking retards? I was right. You were WRONG.:P”74 Within the 

community, but mostly from without, there was much discussion about 

Wikipedia’s adherence to its principles of openness and veracity, and its 

responsibility to the safety of others since it is not only subject to influence 

from the outside world, but can also affect the world it documents.

Bureaucratization

The community’s own internal development also has implications con-

cerning its openness. Sociologist Max Weber observed that leadership often 

shifts from a charismatic leader to a more bureaucratic form of governance 

as a community matures.75 Clay Shirky, a contemporary scholar of “social 

software,” makes a more irreverent observation: “Process is an embedded 

reaction to prior stupidity,” meaning “an organization slowly forms around 

avoiding the dumbest behaviors of its mediocre employees, resulting in 

layers of gunk that keep its best employees from doing interesting work.”76 

The Wikipedia essay “Practical Process” clearly defines the role of process 

(i.e., to implement policy, to provide consistency, to reduce redundancy 

in similar situations, and to further learning and decision making); but it 

also identifies how it emerges, and hardens, how to recognize bad process, 

and warns, “You can’t legislate against misunderstanding or malice.”77 (An 

earlier version of the essay was more concise: “You can’t legislate clue.”78)

Wikis do not add unnecessary process in and of themselves: they are 

simple, accessible, flexible, quick, and cumulative. Furthermore, commu-

nity process need not be overly specified in fear of a mistake since content 

changes are easily reverted. (Trusted leadership also plays an important role 

here.) However, an unforeseen implication of the wiki’s ability to facilitate 

content creation is that policies are but another type of content. So, in 
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the end, Wikipedia is no exception: despite the norm of “Avoid Instruc-

tion Creep,” the “ratio of policy citations to talk edits” is increasing.79 For 

example, Andrew Lih, author and Wikipedia administrator, prompted a dis-

cussion over what he saw as an overly officious statement about the “speedy 

deletion” of a page he found useful. The deletion notice warned that the 

article, “is a very short article providing little or no context (CSD A1), con-

tains no content whatsoever (CSD A3), consists only of links elsewhere (CSD 

A3) or a rephrasing of the title (CSD A3).” Lih responded:

It’s incredible to me that the community in Wikipedia has come to this, that articles 

so obviously “keep” just a year ago, are being challenged and locked out. . . . It’s as if 

there is a Soup Nazi culture now in Wikipedia. There are throngs of deletion happy 

users, like grumpy old gatekeepers, tossing out customers and articles if they don’t 

comply to some new prickly hard-nosed standard. It’s like I’m in some netherworld 

from the movie Brazil, being asked for my Form 27B(stroke)6.80

Some degree of policy is necessary in any community, and bureaucratiza-

tion is a common—many would say unavoidable—feature of organizational 

development. As one study of Wikipedia policy concludes, “the ‘policyless’ 

ideal that wikis [supposedly] represent is a pipe dream.”81 Yet, even in the 

face of a proliferation of process, the open content community values of 

transparency and integrity are largely preserved. However, should the accre-

tion of policy become too heavy, integrity can be compromised by frus-

tration and “Wikilawyering” (i.e., employing overly technical or legalistic 

arguments that focus on the letter of policy rather than its spirit).82 For 

example, the policy boom has prompted one Wikipedian to declare that he 

had “Kicked the Process Habit”: “So as of today, I’m just going to go ahead 

and edit. Lord knows the rules are making me nervous and depressed. So I’ll 

follow all the stuff I can remember, and not try too hard to learn the other 

stuff.”83

Enclaves and Gender

One should not be surprised that a source of contention in open content 

communities is when a subset of community members creates a closed 

space. The conditions that prompt such proposals and the rhetoric mar-

shaled to support or attack them give insight into a community’s attempts 

to understand and implement openness.

A common feature of online communities operating under an ethos of 

open and egalitarian values is frustration with the coexistence of group 
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decision making and seemingly contrary forms of autocratic authority. (I use 

authority to describe the right to exercise power, which is in turn the capacity 

to influence;84 by autocratic I mean actions that do not derive their author-

ity from group decision-making processes.) Evidence of this phenomenon 

includes the alleged “secret cabal” of Usenet in the 1980s, private “sysop”-

only email lists or IRC channels, and the “benevolent dictators” of com-

munities including Python, Linux, and Wikipedia.85 For example, consider 

the following comment on a Wikipedia email list: “There are many private, 

semi-private and secret lists in which wikimedians make decisions with each 

other without ever telling anyone or explaining. Openness has gone over-

board a very long time ago. Most things you read on the public lists have 

been discussed privately long before an outsider found out about them.”86

However, in 2006, a different sort of closed group was set up outside 

of the larger Wikipedia community, what might be called an enclave or 

minority-specific space.87 For while cabal formation is a seemingly inevi-

table structural result of group decision making, and legal threats are an 

inescapable reality of living in a litigious society, enclaves are purposely 

chosen by a subset of the community in seeming contradiction with the 

values of openness and equality. This was aptly demonstrated in the Wiki-

pedia community by the announcement of a “WikiChix” list for female-

only discussion, which began when:

Offlist chat about the recent discussions on systemic gender bias in Wikipedia made 

it clear that a number of women were not comfortable contributing to the conversa-

tion there. This inspired the creation of WikiChix in November 2006. WikiChix is a 

wiki and mailing list for female wiki editors to discuss issues of gender bias in wikis, 

to promote wikis to potential female editors, and for general discussion of wikis in a 

friendly female-only environment.88

Formally excluding anyone from the larger community prompts questions 

of fairness and discrimination. Some members reacted by arguing of a slip-

pery slope toward absurdity, such as a need for “a mailing list for homosex-

ual African-Americans from planets other than earth.”89 In a similar spirit, 

another Wikipedian asked about the need for a “British-only or atheist-

only” list but also acknowledged the specific motivations for the creation 

of WikiChix: “the list was organised to avoid a specific problem—women 

feeling uncomfortable posting to this male-dominated list where explicitly 

sexist statements (even if they weren’t meant seriously) are left unchal-

lenged by a large number of people.”90
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Earlier, I noted that encyclopedias and FOSS were both inspirations for 

Wikipedia. However, both domains have been historically male domi-

nated and this too is part of Wikipedia’s inheritance. The well-known 

gender imbalance in computer-related fields is further exacerbated in the 

FOSS community, with females making up only about 1 percent of partici-

pants.91 In fact, the very notion of equality may inhibit constructive action 

toward mitigating bias. After interviewing male and female students about 

computer usage and its larger culture (e.g., reading computer magazines), 

Fiona Wilson argues that women who might otherwise object to informal 

bias might simply accept the presumption of equality or not want to chal-

lenge it so as to avoid being singled out.92 The model of female “chix” 

projects (e.g., LinuxChix, Ubuntu Women, Debian Women, KDE Women, 

WikiChix) appears to be a positive counterforce to this tendency.

Another response employed by those concerned with such spaces is not 

to object to the exclusion, but to the division of the larger community. 

Shouldn’t the community ensure the common space is accessible rather 

than spinning off groups? For example, “A better solution would be to 

kick any of the men that behave like that, not to assume that ‘all men 

are chauvinist pigs.’”93 Unfortunately, the history of reference-work pro-

duction is rife with examples of male chauvinism. Robert Cawdrey’s 1604 

“Table Alphabetical” can’t help but be read today as patronizing given it 

was “gathered for the benefit & helpe of Ladies, Gentlewomen, or any other 

unskilfull persons.”94 In early encyclopedias, women often merited only a 

short mention as the lesser half of man. A notable exception, the article on 

midwifery in the first edition of Britannica and its illustrations of the female 

pelvis and a fetus prompted a public scandal. King George III ordered the 

forty-page article on midwifery destroyed, pages and plates.95

Furthermore, few women prominently appear in the historical record 

of reference works. The few exceptions are in the domain of librarians and 

documentalists, such as Suzanne Briet and her peaceful reading room. 

Unfortunately, even Melvil Dewey’s advocacy for women in the library 

profession is marred by alleged discrimination and personal scandal.96 This 

juxtaposition of limited advances in the context of continuing bias is also 

a theme in Gillian Thomas’s history of women contributors to the Britan-

nica, the only book I’ve found so far to address this issue directly.97 Today, 

at least, women are visible in everyday tasks and positions of authority 
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at Wikipedia, though they continue to be a minority (roughly 10 percent 

according to surveys98) and concerns of “systematic gender bias” persist.

Of course, given the value accorded to free speech, the community 

would have a difficult time restricting the speech of “men who behave like 

that.” How would such a determination be made? One of the few standards 

available for the discrimination of speech in online communities is that of 

trolling, a term describing contentious speech, probably not even genuinely 

held, that is expressed for the sole purpose of inflaming discussion. But how 

would one distinguish between misogyny and trolling?99 (Or, how does one 

distinguish between genuine racism and provocation? Offensive statements 

used to antagonize others in a heated moment need not be believed.) An 

irony is that falsely held misogynistic statements espoused for the purposes 

of trolling might be censured or censored, but a genuine misogynist could 

claim that any formal censure is a form of “thought crime,” which is gener-

ally anathema under free-speech principles.

This type of discussion that traverses the difficult questions of freedom 

and equality often prompts extensive debate. Although discussions about 

these values sometimes create a shared “productive ethical orientation” 

within the community,100 they can also be alienating and seemingly end-

less. This is why such topics are so suitable to trolling in the first place, and 

for which community leaders often step in, as Wales notes:

The point is, if the broad philosophical question is “Do we ban people for merely 

holding unpleasant or unpopular beliefs?” then the answer is “no, we never have, 

and there seems to be very little support for doing so.” If the point is “Does asserting 

unpleasant or unpopular beliefs automatically get you a free pass to be any sort of 

jerk you like, because we are planning to bend over backwards to make sure we don’t 

ever ever ever discriminate against Nazis?” then the answer is, “no, being a disrup-

tive troll is still being a disruptive troll.”101

Not surprisingly, it did not take long for the WikiChix proposal to be chal-

lenged; a longtime male contributor, and self-described “overly combative” 

anarchist,102 tried to subscribe to the list and was rejected. (I suppose this 

action was a violation of the norm “Do Not Disrupt Wikipedia to Illustrate 

a Point,”103 which brings some measure of sanity to difficult issues.)

The final, parliamentary, objection to the WikiChix proposal was that 

this exclusive list was being hosted by the Wikimedia Foundation. The 

other free software-related women fora, while focused on being “women-

friendly,” are more or less open and affiliated with the larger community. 
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LinuxChix “is intended to be an inclusive group where everyone is and 

feels welcome. . . . LinuxChix is intended to be primarily for women. The 

name is an accurate reflection of that fact. Men are welcome because we do 

not want this group to be exclusive.”104 Debian Women states: “We’re not 

segregated. Debian Women is a subgroup of Debian that allows anyone to 

join and help.”105 On UbuntuWomen, “Membership is open to all.”106 The 

KDE Women Web site is run by women so “you have to be a woman,”107 

but in addition to the six listed female members, there are also five male 

“supporters” and men are present on the IRC channel and mailing list. The 

gender exclusivity of WikiChix is atypical and it is not clear to what extent 

this decision was purposeful and what the consequences might be relative 

to the other female-friendly fora.

In the end, the WikiChix list was moved from being hosted by Wikime-

dia, which might carry the presumption of endorsing exclusive discrimina-

tion, to a non-Wikimedia host. In response to this, a Wikipedian responded: 

“Excellent. I still think it’s a bad idea, but if it’s not being supported in 

any way by Wikimedia Foundation there’s no need to complain about it 

here any more.”108 As is often the case on difficult issues, the conclusion to 

this argument was facilitated as much by exhaustion as by reason. Endless 

argument about whether bias exists, rather than partaking in constructive 

dialogue on how to counter it, is a reason such spaces are often created. By 

severing any support and official affiliation with the Wikimedia Founda-

tion the WikiChix list became moot to the larger community.

While this particular case was resolved by simply moving the list, it still is 

illustrative of a challenge to openness. As Freeman notes, informal—though 

no less exclusionary—boundaries may persist despite the absence of formal 

exclusions.109 Therefore “formal” enclaves can be a productive response 

to the “tyranny” of informal structures and biases of a larger community. 

Legal scholar Cass Sunstein recommends that in such circumstances, “it 

can be indispensable to allow spaces in which members of minority groups, 

or politically weak groups, can discuss issues on their own. Such spaces are 

crucial to democracy itself.”110 Critical theorist Nancy Fraser writes of a sim-

ilar notion, “subaltern counterpublics,” wherein subordinated social groups 

can formulate and discuss interpretations of their identities, interests, and 

needs counter to the mainstream discourse.111

Yet, WikiChix’s exclusion of males, rather than being open and pro-

female, is obviously problematic with respect to transparency and non- 
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discrimination. Also, Sunstein recognizes that enclaves can further group 

polarization and marginalization and recommends that enclave members 

be brought back into contact with the larger community; otherwise, self-

insulation can yield extremism.112 In following this issue I haven’t perceived 

a decrease in female presence after the provision of a female-friendly space. 

A counter to the hypothesis that women are abandoning the common 

space is the hypothesis that having a more supportive space to fall back 

on will encourage comfort in speaking in common spaces. Yet these other 

female-specific spaces are also open, whereas WikiChix is gender exclusive. 

In the end, time will tell, and I expect that because all constituencies still 

possess a common object (Wikipedia), marginalization and extremism will 

be minimal.

Conclusion

Wikipedia is an example of an open content community. Such a conceptual-

ization entails the core value of providing open content, and the implica-

tion of forking. However, it can be difficult to balance the associated values 

of transparency, integrity, and nondiscrimination, as well as other concerns 

such as free speech and the safety of people and the project itself. Further-

more, 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. Even a theoretically perfect openness can lead to behavior and 

informal structures that are less than inclusive. As Clay Shirky writes, “suc-

cessful open systems create the very conditions that require and threaten 

openness. Systems that handle this pressure effectively continue (Slashdot 

comments). Systems that can’t or don’t find ways to balance openness and 

closedness—to become semiprotected—fail (Usenet).”113

This is the sort of insight not present in H. G. Wells’s predictions of a 

Modern Utopia, Open Conspiracy, and World Brain, but emerges when 

one spends time in the Wikipedia community. Ultimately, an important 

descriptive feature of an open content community is a lot of discussion 

about its values and how to balance them. By this measure, Wikipedia cer-

tainly qualifies.
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Consensus: Any group in agreement about something whose opinion is the same as 

yours; antonym of cabal [i.e., those who disagree with you].

—WikiSpeak 

H. G. Wells thought the “World Encyclopedia” should be more than an 

information repository, it should also be an institution of “adjustment 

and adjudication; a clearinghouse of misunderstandings.”1 Wikipedia cer-

tainly has its share of misunderstandings, some imported from the con-

flicted world it documents and some unique to its own undertaking. An 

example of a contagious real-world conflict is the “Creation-Evolution 

Controversy,”2 discussed in chapter 3. Also, political and ethnic differences 

are often mirrored at Wikipedia, prompting the formation of a “Working 

Group on Ethnic and Cultural Edit Wars.”3 There are also plenty of local 

“misunderstandings,” such as whether every episode of Buffy the Vampire 

Slayer deserves its own article. I raised this dispute earlier to illustrate two 

opposing philosophies at Wikipedia: inclusionism and deletionism. This 

issue, and the proliferation of articles, gave rise to an even more trivial—

though no less bellicose—debate: if every television show episode has its 

own article, how should these articles be named so as not to conflict with 

other articles? This discussion reveals possible misunderstandings about 

consensus, and the difficulties of this decision-making practice in an open 

community.

In this chapter, I identify the difficulties of consensus decision making, 

and its meaning and practice for collaboration at the English Wikipedia. I 

consider this relative to insights from literature about consensus in other 

communities, including Quakers and the collaborators who built the Inter-

net and Web using “rough consensus and running code.”
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The Case of Disambiguation

In the history of the encyclopedia much has been made of the attempts 

to organize knowledge and how that dream was eventually superseded by 

simple alphabetical order.4 Wikipedia has continued this trend by avoiding 

any formal organizational scheme and letting people simply name articles 

as seemed fitting; articles are then accessed via other pages, including user-

created categories and search engines.5 But a problem soon emerged: what 

happens when article titles conflict? A page’s title must be unique because 

it is also part of the Web address of the page. (Computer scientists call this 

a “collision” and it became increasingly common as the number of Wiki-

pedia articles increased.) For example, what should the “Buffy” article con-

tain? Should it be about the fictional character, Buffy the Vampire Slayer, or 

the related film, TV show, comics, or novels—and which season or episode, 

issue, or book? Plus, there have been a few notable real-life Buffys. How 

should Wikipedia distinguish between them all?

In the case of a collision Wikipedia will likely offer the reader a “disam-

biguation” link at the top of an article or a whole page with a list of links to 

more specific articles, or both. “Disambiguation in Wikipedia is the process 

of resolving conflicts in article titles that occur when a single title could be 

associated with more than one article. In other words, disambiguations are 

paths leading to different articles which could, in principle, have the same 

title.”6 The “Buffy” article is in fact a disambiguation page that includes 

links to articles about the Buffy the Vampire Slayer film and television series, 

unrelated musical albums, biographies, and an astronomical object out-

side the orbit of Neptune.7 Furthermore, dozens of naming conventions 

have emerged that specify how to disambiguate collisions by qualifying 

the name with a parenthetical suffix, such as “Buffy the Vampire Slayer 

(film).”

However, must these disambiguators be applied in every case for consis-

tency’s sake, or just those for which there is already a preexisting article? 

Answering this question, and thousands of others like it, is an integral part 

of Wikipedia collaboration. As the “Consensus” policy states, consensus is 

“how editors work with others,” it is “Wikipedia’s fundamental model for 

editorial decision-making.” Wikipedians are supposed to discuss and reason 

together, making use of verifiable sources and assuming good faith. “Poli-

cies and guidelines document communal consensus rather than creating 
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it.”8 However, in this case of disambiguation an interesting problem arose: 

there was disagreement as to whether there was consensus.

So then, what is consensus and how do you know you’ve reached it? 

This question eventually reached the Arbitration Committee: “a panel of 

experienced users that exists to impose binding solutions to Wikipedia dis-

putes that neither communal discussion, administrators, nor mediation 

have been able to resolve.”9 Jimmy Wales created the committee in 2004 

because of the growth of the community and the corresponding number of 

disputes he could no longer personally attend to. Wales appoints members 

annually “based on the results of advisory elections” to arbitrate specific 

conflicts; however, the “ArbCom” seems to be evolving toward what might 

be thought of as Wikipedia’s high court in definitively interpreting—and 

some say making—Wikipedia policy.10

Presently, an ArbCom decision is documented on a wiki page in which 

disputants make statements and marshal evidence for their case.11 These are 

followed by the ArbCom members’ “preliminary decision” (e.g., to take the 

case and issue temporary injunctions) and conclude with a final decision 

that enumerates important principles of Wikipedia policy, findings of facts, 

remedies, and enforcement actions. Wikipedian Yaksha introduced the dis-

ambiguation case as follows:

This dispute is regarding whether articles for TV episodes which do not need to be 

disambiguated should have disambiguation. For example, Never Kill a Boy on the 

First Date (Buffy episode) has the disambiguation “(Buffy episode),” even though 

this disambiguation is not required. I believe we did reach consensus to follow the 

existing guideline of “disambiguate only when necessary.” The straw poll resulted in 

a supermajority (80%) support for “disambiguate only when necessary.” The discus-

sion that followed supported this consensus. A detailed summary of the discussion, 

as well as four Request Move proposals all support the existence of this consen-

sus. Given this, I (and others) begun to move articles which were inappropriately 

named.12

However, not everyone agreed with the application of the use-as-needed 

policy and attempted to reverse the moving (or renaming) of articles. 

Wikipedian Elonka was of a minority that felt specific “WikiProjects” (i.e., 

pages and editors focused on advancing specific topics, such as a television 

series) should be able to use disambiguating suffixes consistently across 

their topic, whether needed or not. Putting aside “unethical tactics” that 

had been employed in the dispute, this minority that favored consistent-

suffixes felt that “WikiProjects can set reasonable guidelines of their own.” 
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“As television episode articles have been added to Wikipedia, most series 

followed the [use as needed] system, but many others chose to use a ‘con-

sistent suffix’ system.”

Furthermore, the very process of deciding whether specific WikiProjects 

(e.g., television) could consistently use suffixes was troubled. Elonka noted 

that there was a poll, but its wording was confusing and contested “with 

multiple editors rapidly changing the wording and structure of the poll 

while it was in process.” Furthermore, “calls for a cleanly-run poll were 

belittled as ‘stalling’, ‘immature delay tactics’, and the ‘whining’ of ‘sore 

losers’ engaging in ‘borderline trolling’ who should just, ‘Give the fuck up, 

you lost.’”13

Had there been consensus on the naming of television episodes? Before 

returning to the details of this case, it’s best to first review the meaning of 

consensus and its seminal role in the development of the Internet.

“Rough” Consensus

The Wiktionary definitions for consensus speak of “general agreement,” 

“without active opposition to the proposed course of action.” A more schol-

arly source gives a similar definition: consensus is overwhelming agreement 

“which does not mean unanimity.”14 The encyclopedic article “Consensus 

Decision-Making” lists requirements of consensus that, if achieved, can also 

be considered benefits: inclusive (“as many stakeholders as possible”), par-

ticipatory (“actively solicit the input and participation of all”), cooperative 

(“reach the best possible decision for the group and all of its members”), 

egalitarian (“equal input” with the “opportunity to table, amend and veto 

or ‘block’ proposals”), and solution-oriented (“emphasize common agree-

ment over differences”).15 This is not unlike the meetings of one of the 

better-known practitioners of consensus: the Quakers. Michael Sheeran, a 

Jesuit scholar, writes of the history and practice of Quaker consensus in 

Beyond Majority Rules: Voteless Decisions in the Religious Society of Friends. 

In his study Sheeran notes nine features of Quaker meetings and decision 

making.16 One of those characteristics, central to the Quaker spiritual expe-

rience, has no analog in Wikipedia: silent periods at the start of meetings 

and when conflict arises. The characteristic of “small meetings” sometimes 

holds in the Wikipedia context for issues local to an article or project, 

but not at the larger scale.17 The remaining seven characteristics roughly 
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parallel Wikipedia norms: unanimity and a lack of voting (e.g., “voting 

is evil”); pausing when agreement cannot be reached; participation by all 

those with ideas on the subject; listening with an open mind; facilitators, 

but no “leaders”; egalitarianism; and a factual rather than emotional focus.

Therefore, consensus certainly seems like an appropriate means for deci-

sion making in a community with egalitarian values and a culture of good 

faith. Furthermore, this form of decision making has been central to online 

collaboration since the Internet’s start. Yet, while consensus might seem 

simple enough in theory, it is rarely so in practice, as is evidenced by the 

1,176 pages of The Consensus Building Handbook.18 The history and chal-

lenges of online consensus, particularly this question of who decides when 

one has it, can be seen in the development of technical standards at the 

Internet Engineering Task Force (IETF) and World Wide Web Consortium 

(W3C).

Both of these institutions host technical working groups that develop 

standard specifications for Internet protocols (e.g., TCP/IP) and Web for-

mats (e.g., HTML). They work primarily over mailing lists, though telecon-

ferences and occasional face-to-face meetings are common. The IETF is one 

of the oldest existing collaborative institutions online—it can be said to 

have built the Internet. And the W3C, responsible for many Web technolo-

gies, might be thought of as an institutional fork resulting from, in part, 

frustration over the slow pace of work at the IETF. Much of this frustration 

was a result of trying to come to consensus over technical philosophical 

differences. One of the most contentious issues had to do with naming/

identifying things on the Web—further evidence that naming things is not 

as easy as one might initially think. In this case the disagreement was about 

whether the string of characters one types into the address bar of a browser 

should be thought of as a stable identifier for that Web resource (i.e., URI) 

or just a locator (i.e., URL).19 (This distinction is confusing, might seem 

trivial to most, and has become less of an issue, but it was of great concern 

to those involved at the time.) And while the W3C, unlike the IETF, has a 

paying membership that helps support a full-time staff (to hopefully speed 

the work along) and has Tim Berners-Lee as director to lend coherence and 

direction to Web architecture, consensus decision making at the working 

group level was retained.20 The W3C process document states: “Consensus 

is a core value of W3C. To promote consensus, the W3C process requires 

Chairs to ensure that groups consider all legitimate views and objections, 
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and endeavor to resolve them, whether these views and objections are 

expressed by the active participants of the group or by others (e.g., another 

W3C group, a group in another organization, or the general public).”21 

Ironically, as the W3C matured, it too would be characterized as overly slow 

because of growing bureaucracy and the difficulty of achieving consensus 

in large and interdependent groups. Furthermore, Berners-Lee’s leadership 

role, which was intended to mitigate these problems and lend architectural 

coherence to the emerging standards, was occasionally challenged as not in 

keeping with the consensus practice of the working groups.22 In turn, Jon 

Bosak, a “father” of XML, a data-markup and exchange format—and one 

of W3C’s most prominent successes—created an institutional fork for sub-

sequent XML work. The Organization for the Advancement of Structured 

Information Standards (OASIS) jettisoned the ideas of appointing a direc-

tor and operating by consensus in favor of the parliamentary, and more 

clockwork-like, Robert’s Rules of Order.

In any case, it was at the IETF in 1992 that computer scientist David Clark 

characterized IETF collaboration: “We reject: kings, presidents and voting. 

We believe in: rough consensus and running code.”23 This “IETF Credo” 

would become one of the foundational aphorisms of collaborative culture 

on the Internet. Furthermore, this simple statement reflects the egalitari-

anism—and meritocracy—described in previous chapters of this book. It 

also hints at a source of skepticism of some Free and Open Source Software 

(FOSS) developers toward Wikipedia since encyclopedic articles cannot be 

compiled and “run.” Returning to the question of whether 80-percent sup-

port for a Wikipedia policy constituted consensus, in the IETF Credo we 

also see the intriguing notion of “rough consensus” as documented in the 

IETF’s “Working Group Guidelines and Procedures”:

IETF consensus does not require that all participants agree although this is, of course, 

preferred. In general, the dominant view of the working group shall prevail. (How-

ever, it must be noted that “dominance” is not to be determined on the basis of 

volume or persistence, but rather a more general sense of agreement.) Consensus can 

be determined by a show of hands, humming, or any other means on which the WG 

agrees (by rough consensus, of course). Note that 51% of the working group does not 

qualify as “rough consensus” and 99% is better than rough. It is up to the Chair to 

determine if rough consensus has been reached.24

Yet even 70 percent of a group, for example, as determined by a chair seems 

like a far cry from “general agreement without opposition” as described 

earlier. Indeed, to understand consensus one must consider a handful of 
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issues including the character of the group, the constraints of time, the role 

of the facilitator, and group dynamics; all of which are made more difficult 

in the Wikipedia context.

Deliberation and Openness

There are numerous methods for making group decisions; one might flip a 

coin, vote, or seek consensus—among others. Each has its merits and dif-

ficulties, and is more appropriate to some situations than others. Unlike the 

first two methods, consensus is not so much about quickly yielding a “yes” 

or “no,” but in arriving at the best possible solution. While the progress and 

the outcome of consensus are rarely assured, the focus is on the potential 

benefits of deliberation rather than the speed of the decision. (However, if 

consensus is achieved, the legitimacy of the decision will likely exceed that 

of a coin toss or vote.) As Wikipedia’s “Consensus” policy notes: “Achieving 

consensus requires serious treatment of every group member’s considered 

opinion. . . . In the ideal case, those who wish to take up some action want 

to hear those who oppose it, because they count on the fact that the ensu-

ing debate will improve the consensus.” And even though polling may be 

a part of the consensus process, it is “often more likely to be the start of a 

discussion than it is to be the end of one.”25

But if consensus is a discussion, who is invited to the conversation? The 

IETF Guidelines notes: “It can be particularly challenging to gauge the level 

of consensus on a mailing list.” A mailing list probably has many more 

subscribers than actual active participants, and the number of messages is 

not a good indicator of consensus “since one or two individuals may be 

generating much of the traffic.”26 Furthermore, the W3C makes allowances 

for notions such as quorum, supermajority, and members in good standing; 

these can be specified at the beginning of a group’s work in its charter.27 

Wikipedia, and its topical projects, have no charter or formal list of mem-

bers in good standing. It lacks many of the mechanisms other communities 

have to make the process of coming to consensus a little easier. Its openness 

is particularly problematic because it is susceptible to trolling and “forum 

shopping.” In the case of trolling, someone who simply wants to annoy 

others can ensure unanimity is never achieved and increase the chances 

that the group will collapse in frustration. With respect to forum shopping, 

the consensus policy notes: “It is very easy to create the appearance of a 
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changing consensus simply by asking again and hoping that a different and 

more sympathetic group of people will discuss the issue.”28 For example, 

during a dispute about removing articles on “marginally notable charac-

ters” it was suggested that a policy about such biographies be documented. 

Another Wikipedian responded: “The problem is that we have nowhere 

near consensus for such a policy. A large number of editors support it, and 

a large number of editors oppose it. Different specific cases have gone differ-

ent ways, mostly depending on who showed up to the debate that day.”29 

Wikipedia consensus policy counsels that this “is a poor example of chang-

ing consensus, and is antithetical to the way that Wikipedia works” and 

turns, again, toward reasoned deliberation: “Wikipedia’s decisions are not 

based on the number of people who showed up and voted a particular way 

on a particular day; they are based on a system of good reasons.”30

Time and Precedence

If consensus is a process whereby participants discuss and reason together, 

openness has another challenging implication beyond the question of 

who is contributing to the conversation: in an open and forever-changing 

group, how long might any decision be considered the group’s consensus? 

On first blush—and beside those Wikipedia “foundation issues” consid-

ered to be beyond debate such as neutral noint of view—“consensus is not 

immutable.”31

Consider a Wikipedia discussion related to how annoying it is when a 

bookmark or link to a Web page no longer works. Tim Berners-Lee, in the 

essay “Cool URIs Don’t Change,” writes, “Pretty much the only good rea-

son for a document to disappear from the Web is that the company which 

owned the domain name went out of business or can no longer afford to 

keep the server running. Then why are there so many dangling links in 

the world? Part of it is just lack of forethought.”32 The (English) Wikipedia, 

understandably, suffered from such a lack of forethought when it succeeded 

beyond expectation and wanted a home for other language versions. What 

should the URI “http://www.wikipedia.com/wiki/Chernobyl,” which used 

to identify the English article on Chernobyl, point to now? If “www.wiki-

pedia.org” became a portal for all large language editions, and the English 

article was moved to an English namespace (i.e., “http://wikipedia.com/

en/Chernobyl”), should the old URI “break” (i.e., return an “uncool” 404 

error message) or redirect to the new location? Wikipedian Rowan Collins 
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wrote, “I think talking of this as a ‘contract’ [to not break URLs] is some-

what overdoing it—it’s an important point that this was the compromise 

reached during a previous discussion, but unless there’s a *very* strong 

statement promising to uphold it ‘forever’, we generally treat all consensus 

policies as renegotiable.”33 This is in keeping with the consensus policy, 

which states, “It is reasonable, and sometimes necessary, for the commu-

nity to change its mind.”34 Change is sometimes reasonable, but eternally 

arguing about the same thing is not, as Wikipedian Philip Sandifer notes: 

“I’ve been fighting with the same people over issues with reliable sourcing 

for well over a year, for instance, and yet those fights still continue despite, 

seemingly, a substantial shift in opinion away from the former hardline 

positions (things that included overbroad statements about blogs “never” 

being reliable sources).”35

As in many of the issues facing Wikipedia, Wikipedians must achieve a 

delicate balance, this time between rehashing tired issues and reconsider-

ing vital ones: between “the need for open and fair consideration of the 

issues against the need to make forward progress.” On this point, the IETF 

and W3C have some means for judging the merit of an issue. First, work-

ing group charters are carefully constructed so as to focus on issues that are 

amenable to resolution within a specified time frame. Second, the work-

ing group chair has a critical job in summarizing and recording discussion; 

while “it is occasionally appropriate to revisit a topic, to reevaluate alter-

natives or to improve the group’s understanding of a relevant decision,” 

“unnecessary repeated discussions” can be avoided with careful records of 

previous arguments and conclusions.36 Additionally, reasonable criteria for 

the consideration of an issue are articulated by the IETF Guide:

To facilitate making forward progress, a Working Group Chair may wish to decide to 

reject or defer the input from a member, based upon the following criteria: Old: The 

input pertains to a topic that already has been resolved and is redundant with in-

formation previously available; Minor: The input is new and pertains to a topic that 

has already been resolved, but it is felt to be of minor import to the existing decision; 

Timing: The input pertains to a topic that the working group has not yet opened for 

discussion; or Scope: The input is outside of the scope of the working group charter.37

Such criteria can be applied to not only newcomers, but also those who 

were present, but silent, or changed their minds. Despite all the focus on 

conversation and the cacophony that sometimes accompanies the consen-

sus process, silence is one of the greatest challenges to successful decision 



106 Chapter 5

making. In a working group, silence in response to a request for comments 

or objections is rarely a good thing; hopefully participants will at least say, 

“Sounds good to me.” While one would like to think that “silence implies 

consent, if there is adequate exposure to the community,” as Wikipedia’s 

consensus policy states,38 this can be a risky inference. Instead, silence often 

indicates confusion or a lack of interest. (On working-group teleconfer-

ences one might hear members speaking to colleagues at their office, their 

children at home, and even snoring!) At the IETF and W3C this prompted 

a step in their processes called “Last Call”: before engineers begin seriously 

implementing and testing the specification, those who have the right to 

deliberate in consensus also have an obligation to make their views known. 

This sentiment is also famously captured in the Anglican wedding cere-

mony: before two newlyweds are married those who would object must 

“speak now; or else for ever hold your peace.” Or, in the less politic words of 

a Wikipedian, people should “either put up or shut up”: people don’t have 

to participate, “but when they don’t they should not moan when their 

voice is not considered.”39

The Facilitator

In many consensus-based communities a facilitator performs a number 

of tasks, the most important of which is positing a consensus statement. 

The articulation of such a statement and asking for objections is central 

to Jane Mansbridge’s definition of consensus in her comparative study of 

decision making titled Beyond Adversary Democracy; she uses the term con-

sensus to “describe a form of decision making in which, after discussion, 

one or more members of the assembly sum up prevailing sentiment, and 

if no objections are voiced, this becomes agreed-on policy.”40 This offering 

of an understanding and asking for objection is also part of the answer to 

the question of how a group knows consensus has been reached: when 

there are no objections. The IETF recommends that when the chair of the 

working group believes she discerns a consensus she should articulate her 

understanding of the consensus position and ask for comments; then, “It 

is up to the Chair to determine if rough consensus has been reached.”41 A 

similar understanding exists at the W3C. However, determinations by the 

chairperson must be tenable to the working group and are reviewable by 
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higher-ups, particularly after Last Call, in each institution (e.g., IETF area 

directors, and W3C director and advisory committee).

Among Quakers, Michael Sheeran notes that facilitators are known as 

humble “clerks”—reminiscent of a Wikipedia discussion equating admin-

istrators with “janitors”; nonetheless, they can wield significant influence 

beyond their seemingly simple responsibilities, much as is often alleged 

in the case of Wikipedia administrators. (On this point, Mailer Diablo’s 

Second Law of Wikipedia is adapted from Stalin to read: “The Wikipedians 

who cast the votes decide nothing. The sysop/[bureau]’crat who count the 

votes decide everything.”42) In his chapter on leadership, Sheeran notes, 

“The clerk’s responsibilities” might also serve as “devices for hidden con-

trol” with respect to setting the agenda (i.e., scheduling which issues are 

discussed and when), stating questions (i.e., in an even-handed manner), 

facilitating the discussion (i.e., encouraging participation and discourag-

ing obstructionists), judging what is important (i.e., whether something is 

substantive or trivial), and judging the sense of the meeting (i.e., is there 

consensus?).43 These devices might be used for good (e.g., structuring the 

agenda so that a working group gains momentum from easier issues) or ill 

(e.g., scheduling an unwelcome item at the end of a full agenda).

These communities benefit from the (hopefully) wise guidance of a 

trusted community member, be it a working group “chair” or meeting 

“clerk.” In much of Wikipedia decision making there is rarely any such 

formally identified resource at the start. (Though through requests for com-

ments, mediation, or arbitration such a person might become involved.) 

The effects of this can be seen in the naming controversy with which I 

opened the chapter. Wikipedian Wknight94 summarized the issue in his 

statement this way:

A clear-cut case of supermajority consensus has become a nasty all-out war with a 

very vocal minority. A poll which is now visible here included a question of whether 

television episode articles should only be disambiguated when necessary. . . . The 

result was 26 people choosing to support disambiguating only when necessary and 

seven choosing to oppose. The poll was well-publicized. Nonetheless, a few members 

of the minority, mostly Elonka and occasionally MatthewFenton, have declared that 

there was no consensus and that the dispute is still open. The reason most often 

given is that the poll was modified several times while in progress. While that is 

true, it was mostly modified from a one-question poll with three choices to a two-

question poll, each with two choices, and the meaning of the most contentious issue 

remained unchanged (not to mention Elonka herself modified the poll. . .).44
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Wikipedian Josiah Rowe spoke of a possible confusion about the meaning 

of consensus and the seeming triviality of the issue:

Of course, consensus does not mean unanimity, but as long as we were short of una-

nimity, Elonka (and one or two others) insisted that the poll needed to be re-run. 

. . . The core issue of this debate, how to name articles about television episodes, is 

really quite unimportant in the greater scheme of Wikipedia. I really don’t under-

stand why the debate got to this point, and it saddens me that it has. Any resolution 

would be welcome.45

Beyond affirming the principle that one should abstain from personal 

attacks—particularly of a sexual nature—the ArbCom responded to this 

dilemma by focusing on the failure to “close” the discussion.46 This focus 

on closure is puzzling in that most users believed the case was about nam-

ing policy and “about consensus—whether it was reached.” Wikipedian 

Yaksha continued: “The result i’m hoping for is just a declaration that we 

got consensus, and that people should respect consensus.”47 Yet the Arb-

Com characterized the issue as a procedural one, as noted in the affirmed 

principles of the decision:

1.3) After extended discussion, to be effective, the consensus decision making process 

must close. . . . In other, less structured, situations, as in the case of how to structure 

the titles of television episodes, there is no formal closer. Nevertheless, considering 

the alternatives proposed, the extended discussion engaged in, expressions of pref-

erence, there is a result which should be respected. Absent formal closing, it is the 

responsibility of users to evaluate the process and draw appropriate conclusions.48

This is somewhat surprising and confusing. One must look closely in the 

decision’s “finding of fact” to see that consensus is presumed by the Arb-

Com (“a consensus decision was reached”) without stating how this con-

clusion is arrived at, and most importantly, how Wikipedians can convince 

a recalcitrant minority when this is the case. As Yaksha noted, he believed 

there was consensus and began to rename articles to disambiguate only 

when necessary, but “Elonka, however, claimed that there was no consen-

sus, to move the articles, and that the moves were disruptive.” And so the 

“edit war” began. Wikipedians found the decision ultimately unsatisfying, 

and in the following thread Wikipedian badleydrawnjeff asked who was 

responsible for knowing when to close, and ArbCom member Fred Bauder 

attempted to respond:

The final decision notes that “It is the responsibility of the administrators and other 

responsible parties to close extended policy discussions they are involved in.” What 

is a “responsible party?” What sort of expectation is it to close an “extended policy 
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discussion?” At what point is it “extended,” and at what stage is it okay to throw in 

the towel? At an arbitrary moment or simply when the discussion becomes “disrup-

tive?” Thanks. —badlydrawnjeff 22:15, 21 January 2007 (UTC)

An established and respected user who is not an administrator could close a dis-

cussion. An extended policy discussion is one in which most aspects of the ques-

tion ha[ve] been discussed, alternatives considered, in short, a full discussion. Good 

judgement is needed to determine when consensus has been reached or when it is 

obvious there is no consensus. When the discussion becomes disruptive, more heat 

than light, it is probably past time to close the discussion and declare a result. Fred 

Bauder 22:38, 22 January 2007 (UTC)

So nothing really specific, per se? —badlydrawnjeff 01:21, 23 January 2007 (UTC)

The subject does not lend itself to bright line rules. The question is whether the ques-

tion has been fully discussed and a decision reached. Fred Bauder 01:52, 23 January 

2007 (UTC)

However, it is still difficult to see how this situation could have been 

avoided. Wikipedian Nedd Scott joined the conversation by noting that 

Bauer’s response wasn’t really useful, resulting in this exchange:

It’s basically saying “If you think you’re right then say so and tell everyone to shut 

up.” Won’t everyone think they’re right in a discussion/dispute/etc? If the situa-

tion is reasonably clear one way or the other then we usually don’t have to resort 

to something like this to end it. The situations this is supposed to be helpful in are 

usually too unclear to actually use this.—Ned Scott 05:24, 24 January 2007 (UTC)

Wikipedia:Requests_for_arbitration/Naming_Conventions involved a matter where 

there was a consensus, but no closing. Based on lack of closing, an opposition party 

engaged in move warring. That was the problem we were trying to address. Fred 

Bauder 03:10, 25 January 2007 (UTC)

I guess that’s one way to look at it, but the solution offered still isn’t helpful. Noth-

ing personal. —Ned Scott 04:27, 25 January 2007 (UTC)

Fortunately, Wikipedian Ace Class Shadow offered some useful advice while 

recognizing there is no perfect solution: one could use templates to mark 

that a discussion page is now archived, or one could “ask an impartial closer 

to do the deed, stating that you’ll respect their common sense judgment. 

To this day, I’ve only encounter[ed] one closing that, using this method, 

seemed at all inaccurate.”

For this dispute, it is not clear if this guidance could have convinced 

the minority supporting consistent-suffix use of the legitimacy of the “use 

as needed” policy. Therefore, beyond the censure on personal attacks and 

“given the existence of some uncertainty regarding how to determine if 
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there is consensus in a particular case,” no punishment was proposed on 

any of the parties to the case “for past violations of policy.”49 Such is the 

ambiguity and challenge of consensus practice, and a possible source of 

temptation to use some system of voting.

Polling and Voting

Consensus is the preferred method of making decisions at Wikipedia. This 

is as much because of this method’s merits (e.g., discovering mutually ben-

eficial solutions) as its alternatives’ demerits. While consensus can be dif-

ficult, Wikipedians frequently cite the aphorism that “Voting Is Evil.”50

Yet, as seen earlier, polling is an available technique within the consen-

sus process. When a poll is taken on Wikipedia, individuals are invited to 

list their position under one of the specified options (e.g., A or B; accept, 

reject, abstain) with an explanation, which then might prompt further 

commentary and discussion. How is polling different from voting? While 

people may confuse polling with voting—or even speak of voting as “a 

quick shorthand for what we are actually doing”51—polling should prompt 

and shape discussion, rather than terminate it:

Wikipedia operates on discussion-driven consensus, and can therefore be regarded 

as “not a democracy” since a vote might run counter to these ends. Some therefore 

advocate avoiding votes wherever possible. In general, only long-running disputes 

should be the subject of a poll. Even then, participants in the dispute should under-

stand that the poll does not create a consensus. At best, it might reflect how close 

those involved are to one.52

In fact, even polling is considered suspect—and “evil”—by some as it is 

thought to discourage consensus, encourage groupthink, be unfair, be mis-

leading, and encourage confusion;53 the botched poll in the disambigua-

tion case is evidence enough of possible pitfalls.

To be fair, consensus doesn’t work well in all circumstances. It is best 

suited to small groups of people with some common interests and acting in 

and assuming good faith. It requires a community, not just an electorate. 

Jane Mansbridge, in her study of decision making, finds that groups with 

the largest number of interdependent friendships were those most likely to 

achieve a consensus that “did not paper over an underlying divided vote.”54 

But as a group grows the “Community May Not Scale,” as is noted at Meat-

ball (the wiki about wiki collaboration). Meatball’s consensus page states 



The Challenges of Consensus 111

that as the size of the group (n) increases, so does the chance of conflict 

between individuals (n^2) and between subgroups (2^n):

Voting is one of the best ways to quantify opinions in a large group. Online com-

munities that have a common goal will be continually in need of making decisions. 

In a small group of similar-minded individuals, a consensus decision can often be 

found by discussion. In such a group, VotingIsEvil.

However, as the group grows larger, CommunityMayNotScale. For each member 

of the group, there’s a certain likelihood that he disagrees with one of the existing 

members. The likelihood of conflict between two individuals grows geometrically, 

according to MetcalfesLaw. The likelihood of conflict between two sub-groups grows 

exponentially, according to ReedsLaw. If individuals with contrary opinions are 

CommunityExiled, the group may succumb to GroupThink. If not excluded, they 

may delay consensus decisions indefinitely. Therefore, VotingIsGood.55

Clay Shirky writes that social software must be designed so as to protect a 

group from becoming “its own worst enemy” by finding a way “to spare the 

group from scale.”56 In fact, theorists and members of online community 

alike cite “Dunbar’s number” or “the Rule of 150” to indicate the challenges 

of community growth. (This idea of a maximum limit on the number of 

stable interpersonal relationships that we can maintain was popularized by 

Malcolm Gladwell in The Tipping Point; he gives many examples including 

the Hutterites, a communal branch of Anabaptists, who split a colony in 

two once it reaches 150 members.57)

Additionally, consensus is not a panacea for the difficulties inherent to 

group decision making. The Wikipedia “Consensus” article notes that con-

sensus can take a long time, be frustrating in circumstances where there is 

little hope of agreement, and, when understood as unanimity, can give a 

self-interested minority veto power over group decisions.58 Furthermore, 

the “Consensus Decision-Making” article notes that consensus is inherently 

conservative (i.e., preserves the status quo), susceptible to disruption, and 

can give rise to groupthink by which members suppress their own opinions 

for the sake of conformity or group harmony. This can even yield a paradox 

in which the group’s final position is held by few members, such as when 

members falsely, for harmony’s sake, support a “cascading” but minority 

position because it benefited from being expressed first.59

And while voting may be appropriate in some circumstances, or at least 

a last resort if consensus fails, the openness of Wikipedia, again, contrib-

utes to the sentiment that voting “is evil.” Meatball notes “online voting 

suffers badly” because people can “stuff the ballot box” or bias the framing 
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of the poll.60 The “sock puppet,” a cousin of the “troll,” is an account used 

to “create the illusion of greater support for an issue, to mislead others, 

to artificially stir up controversy, to aid in disruption, or to circumvent a 

block.”61 (Think of a literal sock puppet on your hand, agreeing with every-

thing you say.) These types of problems are particularly prominent in the 

voting associated with “Articles for Deletion” (AfD, where Deletionists and 

Inclusionists duel) and “Requests for Adminship” (RfA, where bitter rival-

ries flourish).62

While the distinction between polling and voting might blur as an argu-

ment grinds on and the possibility of consensus declines, the spirit and 

mechanics of the two are different. Consider that in consensus, if a group 

has not succumbed to groupthink, one should feel free to speak of and iden-

tify with a minority position. People will need to know whom to engage 

with and potentially learn from. Yet in democratic voting, the secret ballot 

has significant advantages. In a thread about a resolution of the Wikime-

dia Foundation Board, Danny Wool, a foundation employee, wrote that 

he found questions about who voted for or against a resolution troubling: 

“In a true democratic system, the secret ballot allows people to vote their 

conscience, rather than voting for popularity, material reward, fear of cen-

sure, and whatnot. A commitment to openness should not be misused so 

cynically.”63 Additionally, consensus presumes good faith and sometimes 

sustains it; voting can operate without good faith and sometimes depletes 

it altogether. Mansbridge argues the differences between voting and con-

sensus can be understood thus: “Voting symbolizes, reinforces, and insti-

tutionalizes division. . . . while a decision by consensus includes everyone, 

reinforcing the unity of the group.”64 This can also be seen in different 

Internet standards organizations. Granted, “politics” are present in every 

venue, but in consensus organizations participants might be more likely to 

show up with an open mind and willingness to engage others. In voting-

based institutions, “stuffing the ballot box” can get out of hand. This was 

demonstrated most effectively in a case that merits a brief digression.

In response to the growing popularity of the OpenDocument Format 

(ODF) standard, an alternative to the proprietary format used by MS Word, 

Microsoft offered a new version of its formats through a “fast-track” inter-

national standard process.65 For supporters of open standards this could be 

a significant gain except that the format is said to be complex and vendor-

biased and that it does not make full use of other standards, and is difficult 

to fully implement.66 When it came time to vote Microsoft is alleged to 



The Challenges of Consensus 113

have pressed allies to acquire voting (“P”) memberships in an International 

Organization for Standardization (ISO) working group for the purpose of 

approving the format (i.e., identified as ECMA 376 / ISO 29500). It appears 

the standardization effort has been successful, although some claim the 

voting process was abused.67 And there has been an interesting—and unfor-

tunate—side effect. In one of his final reports as chair of the responsible 

working group, Martin Bryan noted, “The second half of 2007 has been an 

extremely trying time for WG1. I am more than a little glad my 3 year term 

is up, and must commiserate with my successor on taking over an almost 

impossible task.” In addition to the short time frame, and the interdepen-

dencies and complexity of the task, the arrival of otherwise uninterested 

members made subsequent work impossible to complete because those 

who joined to vote on this single issue subsequently disappeared, prevent-

ing a quorum:

As ISO require[s] at least 50% of P members to vote before they start to count the 

votes we have had to reballot standards that should have been passed and completed 

their publication stages at Kyoto. . . . The days of open standards development are 

fast disappearing. Instead we are getting “standardization by corporation,” some-

thing I have been fighting against for the 20 years I have served on ISO committees. I 

am glad to be retiring before the situation becomes impossible. I wish my colleagues 

every success for their future efforts, which I sincerely hope will not prove to be as 

wasted as I fear they could be.68

At Wikipedia, additional confusion arises about the gray area between con-

sensus and voting. In voting systems, it is not uncommon for like-minded 

individuals to advocate, campaign, and horse trade (i.e., exchanging votes 

on different issues).69 In a thread on the English Wikipedia list, Wikipedian 

Johntex advocated that “We Need to Recognize That Advocating Is a Basic 

Right”; he argued users should be able to “influence policy in ways that 

they believe are beneficial to the project,” including “building up groups of 

people who agree with you and who will help you bring about the benefi-

cial change.” Advocating for a cause or recruiting those who already agree 

with you is “a Good Thing”:

Let’s stop insulting people by calling them “meat puppets” or “vote stackers.” Let’s 

stop confusing the issue by calling it “spamming.” It is not spamming. Spamming is 

indiscriminately notifying people that are probably not interested in the hopes that 

a few people will be. This is practically the opposite.

Attempting to stifle advocacy is harmful to the consensus building process and it 

is harmful to the project. If we try to prohibit it, it will just be taken off-wiki, which 

would be a huge shame.70
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But others disagreed, finding these practices from the democratic sphere 

to be counter to consensus practice. Wikipedian Tony Sidaway responded, 

“We don’t do advocacy or campaigning on Wikipedia. Our decision-mak-

ing processes are deliberative rather than democratic.”71 Yet, the difficulties 

of achieving consensus and this blurring of approaches to decision mak-

ing prompted Zoney to declare that any pretense of consensus should be 

abandoned and the community should move toward a “fixed method of 

decision-making”:

My problem is that perpetuating the lie that decision-making on Wikipedia is by 

consensus, we don’t strictly adhere to any other decision-making form (e.g. major-

ity voting). In consequence, decisions are “whatever people can get away with.” Of 

course if there’s an actual real consensus (general agreement) then there’s a valid 

reason for a decision not being challenged. But more often than not all it means is 

that influential individuals ensure they get their way and others give up (that isn’t 

forming consensus by the way), or else we have majority/mob rule.72

In the resulting thread some conceded there are problems, but not as bad as 

feared. The discussion touched on many of the challenges discussed in this 

chapter. And some took a pragmatic “time will tell” approach: hopefully 

the right thing happens more often than not. Sidaway felt that ultimately, 

“Decisions are more likely closer to ‘whatever offends the least number of 

people’. This is sometimes less than optimal—I could give my list of things 

I think are poor decisions and you could probably give yours. The result is 

that nobody is ecstatic but we have something we can move ahead with.”73 

Likening emerging consensus to nailing jelly to the wall and keeping the 

stuff that sticks, he continued his pragmatic perspective: “If hundreds of 

people edit a piece of work in good faith over a long period, what changes 

least over time may be presumed to be there by consensus. However even 

the most apparently stable elements of a work may be deposed quite easily. 

The result may be a new consensus or, in other cases, a period of instability 

where the new version and the old version compete.”74 In response to the 

discussion Zoney asked in frustration if there is then “any hope of having 

a fixed method of decision-making on Wikipedia, rather than a shambolic 

pretence of achieving consensus . . .?” Wikipedian Adrian responded sim-

ply, “No.”75 Marc Riddell responded a little more encouragingly, “Yes, there 

is hope; if we can put our individual egos and emotions aside—and start 

using our heads in a responsible way.”76
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Conclusion

Humans naturally look for means by which difficulties can be clearly dis-

sected and neatly dispatched. Yet, given its reliance upon an assumption of 

good faith and a preference for consensus in its decision making, one can 

conclude that the Wikipedia community is relatively tolerant of the ambi-

guities inherent to collaborating on a world encyclopedia and rather trust-

ing of human judgment over the long run. While Wikipedia must often 

address many of the conflicts present in the real world, and has plenty 

unique to its own mission and methods, I would never argue that Wiki-

pedia has become the global institution of “adjustment and adjudication” 

that Wells foresaw. However, Wikipedia is a fascinating example of a his-

toric means of community decision making in a new context. In particular, 

its openness—the lack of topical and temporal scope, the initial lack of 

facilitation, the turnover in membership, and anonymity—brings a new 

salience to the challenges of consensus practice.

These challenges are seen in the humorous—perhaps cynical—defini-

tion of consensus at the head of this chapter (i.e., the scope of consensus 

includes only those who share your opinion). Similarly, in response to the 

question “How many Wikipedians does it take to change a light bulb?” 

Wikipedian Durova answered “69”:

1 to propose the change; 5 to support; 1 to dispute whether the change is a needed 

process; 7 more to pile on from IRC [Internet Relay Chat] and join the dispute; 2 to 

open a request for comment; 37 to vote at the straw poll; 5 to say votes are evil; 1 

to MFD it [propose it as “Miscellany For Deletion”]; 9 to object until the MFD gets 

speedily closed; 1 to mark the proposal historical. Afterward on AN [Administrators’ 

Noticeboard], all opposers claim the consensus favored darkness [i.e., no light bulb!].77

In another WikiSpeak entry consensus is defined as “one of the three states 

that can be reached at the end of a discussion after all parties have become 

thoroughly fed up with it; the alternatives are no consensus or for pity’s 

sake, I wish I’d never gotten involved in this.”78 It can be an altogether 

frustrating experience. And in some circumstances, such as irreconcilable 

differences between community members or external threat, this tolerance 

can be incapacitating. And so, Wikipedia, like other open content commu-

nities, is also characterized by an odd type of leadership at the highest level: 

the “benevolent dictator,” the subject of the next chapter.





6 The Benevolent Dictator

When a building is on fire, a leader will not survey everyone to see what the consen-

sus is about a response. It is time for action.

—Bhadani’s Second Law

Open, civil, egalitarian, deliberative: these are some of the concepts encoun-

tered in the pursuit of a universal encyclopedia. While they might seem 

simple enough in the abstract, they become much less so when used in the 

practice and discourse of a community. For instance, a perfectly “open” 

community will likely be chaotic, rendering it inhospitable to many. Or, 

if consensus doesn’t require unanimity, agreement—unanimous or other-

wise—on what it does require can be elusive. Some of the sources and iro-

nies of the English Wikipedia’s collaborative culture are further highlighted 

when one considers the role and status of leadership. Wikipedia, like other 

open content communities, is predominately a voluntary effort—aside 

from a few Wikimedia Foundation staff—and there’s little room for coer-

cion or utilitarian rewards.1 Yet there is often a seemingly paradoxical use 

of informal tyrant-like titles (i.e., “benevolent dictator”) for the community 

leader. What, then, can we make of this latest puzzle?

In this chapter I show how this juxtaposition can be understood as an 

“authorial” form of leadership whereby exceptional autocratic power is 

exercised by a respected “author” within an open content community. I 

then return to the story of Wales and Sanger, for their conceptions of lead-

ership and expectations for the community profoundly shaped its direction 

and culture. Finally, I consider how the community discusses this type of 

leadership and the values with which it seems at odds.
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Authorial Leadership

During one of the discussions about a feared “neo-Nazi” attack with which 

I began this book, Jimmy Wales responded, “If 300 NeoNazis show up and 

start doing serious damage to a bunch of articles, we don’t need to have 

300 separate ArbCom cases and a nightmare that drags on for weeks. I’ll 

just do something to lock those articles down somehow, ban a bunch of 

people, and protect our reputation and integrity.”2 How can such an auto-

cratic statement be made within a supposedly open and consensus-based 

community? (I continue to use the term autocratic to describe, nondispar-

agingly, leadership actions that do not derive their authority from group 

decision-making processes.) Actually, such an exercise of power by a com-

munity founder is not unique to Wikipedia. Such “authorial” leadership is 

common to many open content communities and prompts three questions 

that merit attention: What is the environment from which such leadership 

emerges? How is it enacted? And, most interesting, how is it discussed and 

understood by the community?3

With respect to the environment, such leaders often found a proj-

ect (often by authoring the initial content) around which a community 

develops, or otherwise emerge from a leaderless context by way of merit; 

subsequently they influence the direction of a community’s culture.4 Fur-

thermore, this type of leadership often operates within a mix of governance 

models: meritocratic (setting the direction by leading the way), autocratic 

(acting as an arbiter or defender of last resort), anarchic (consensus); and 

occasionally democratic (voting).5 Wales himself has noted that:

Wikipedia is not an anarchy, though it has anarchistic features. Wikipedia is not 

a democracy, though it has democratic features. Wikipedia is not an aristocracy, 

though it has aristocratic features. Wikipedia is not a monarchy, though it has mo-

narchical features.6

With respect to conduct, leaders often convince by persuasion and exam-

ple though they also retain charismatic authority accumulated from their 

merit.7 This authority is frequently employed to act, as a last resort, as an 

arbiter between those of good faith or as a defender (but an autocratic one) 

against those of bad faith. As Free and Open Source Software (FOSS) lumi-

nary Eric Raymond notes, leaders must be capable of operating with a “soft 

touch,” to “speak softly,” consult with peers, and “not lightly interfere with 

or reverse decisions” made by other prominent members.8 Additionally, 
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humor and civility facilitate camaraderie between all participants and ease 

the exercise of authority and related anxiety.

Finally, such leadership is rarely enacted or understood as a formal 

office, though prominent leaders might be endowed with the informal 

moniker of “benevolent dictator” and occasionally act autocratically,9 as 

Wales threatened in the neo-Nazi case. However, leaders whose autocratic 

actions exceed their accumulated merit or charisma, sometimes referred to 

“idiosyncrasy credits” or “reputation shares,” risk their status and a forking 

of the community.10 For example, while a “benevolent dictator” might be 

tolerated as a necessity, a “God King” is a “site owner or administrator who 

uses their special authority more than absolutely necessary.” This is a leader 

so “arrogant that they suppose they are ‘god’”; this type of leadership is an 

“abuse,” “a bad thing,” and an “anti-pattern” of good wiki community.11 

Also, the possibility of forking—even if unlikely—is central to voluntary 

community dynamics and discourse, as David Wheeler notes with respect 

to FOSS communities:

Fundamentally, the ability to create a fork forces project leaders to pay attention 

to their constituencies. Even if an OSS/FS project completely dominates its market 

niche, there is always a potential competitor to that project: a fork of the project. 

Often, the threat of a fork is enough to cause project leaders to pay attention to some 

issues they had ignored before, should those issues actually be important. In the end, 

forking is an escape valve that allows those who are dissatisfied with the project’s 

current leadership to show whether or not their alternative is better.12

In short, only those leaders that tread carefully and continue to make 

important contributions (including, now, the judicious exercise of auto-

cratic authority) are granted the “dictator” title. Whereas this term might 

not be the most appropriate in capturing the genuine character of this role, 

it serves as a warning: a good-natured joke balanced on the edge of becom-

ing a feared reality.13 It serves as a caution to such leaders, as well as a meta-

phoric yardstick for discussing any participant’s action.

Because of the voluntary and meritocratic character of open content 

communities it is not surprising that leaders are expected to lead by exam-

ple as their very leadership is founded upon exemplary behavior; leadership 

emerges through action rather than appointment. And while a founding 

leadership role has some semblance of authoritarianism to it, at least in 

title, it is eternally contingent: a dissatisfied community, or some constitu-

ency thereof, can always leave and start again under new leadership.
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Wales and Sanger

Two of the most influential people in the history of Wikipedia are cofound-

ers Larry Sanger and Jimmy Wales. In Organizational Culture and Leadership, 

Edgar Schein identifies ways in which such leaders embed and transmit 

culture including “how leaders react to critical incidents and organizational 

crises.”14 The following brief account of the crisis of Nupedia’s demise, 

Wikipedia’s rise, and Sanger’s departure provides a revealing introduction 

to leadership in the Wikipedia context.

Wales, a co-owner of the Internet content and search company Bomis, 

hired Sanger in February 2000 to launch and act as the editor in chief of 

the Nupedia project. Until he resigned, Sanger was the most prominent 

leader of Nupedia (the original peer-review project) and Wikipedia (its wiki 

complement and eventual successor). As Sanger writes in his April 2005 

memoir:

The idea of adapting wiki technology to the task of building an encyclopedia was 

mine, and my main job in 2001 was managing and developing the community and 

the rules according to which Wikipedia was run. Jimmy’s role, at first, was one of 

broad vision and oversight; this was the management style he preferred, at least as 

long as I was involved. But, again, credit goes to Jimmy alone for getting Bomis to 

invest in the project, and for providing broad oversight of the fantastic and world-

changing project of an open content, collaboratively-built encyclopedia. Credit also 

of course goes to him for overseeing its development after I left, and guiding it to the 

success that it is today.

What precipitated Sanger’s resignation? As discussed in chapter 2, Sanger 

was caught between continuing frustration with Nupedia’s slow progress 

on one hand and problems with unruly Wikipedians on the other. Further-

more, Sanger alienated some Wikipedians who saw his actions as unjustifi-

ably autocratic and he eventually broke with the project altogether. In late 

2006 Sanger launched the more expert-friendly collaborative encyclopedia 

Citizendium. In any case, Sanger’s account recognizes the uneasy tension 

between title and authority and cultural momentum at the founding of this 

community:

My early rejection of any enforcement authority, my attempt to portray myself and 

behave as just another user who happened to have some special moral authority in 

the project, and my rejection of rules—these were all clearly mistakes on my part. 

They did, I think, help the project get off the ground; but I really needed a more 
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subtle and forward-looking understanding of how an extremely open, decentralized 

project might work.

Such an understanding might have been like that of Theodore Roosevelt’s 

recommended leadership style: speak softly and carry a big stick. Whereas 

Sanger did have special authority at Nupedia as editor in chief, such was 

not the case at Wikipedia, and Sanger’s corresponding “loudness” was a 

later cause of regret:

As it turns out, it was Jimmy who spoke softly and carried the big stick; he first 

exercised “enforcement authority.” Since he was relatively silent throughout these 

controversies, he was the “good cop,” and I was the “bad cop”: that, in fact, is pre-

cisely how he (privately) described our relationship. Eventually, I became sick of this 

arrangement. Because Jimmy had remained relatively toward the background in the 

early days of the project, and showed that he was willing to exercise enforcement 

authority upon occasion, he was never so ripe for attack as I was.15

Perhaps unrealized by Sanger, Wales exhibited this pattern of leadership 

even on an earlier philosophical email list, for which he wrote that he would 

“frown *very much* on any flaming of any kind whatsoever” and choose “a 

‘middle-ground’ method of moderation, a sort of behind-the-scenes prod-

ding.”16 And most interestingly, Sanger attributes a root of the problem to 

his failure to recognize the importance of community and culture:

For months I denied that Wikipedia was a community, claiming that it was, instead, 

only an encyclopedia project, and that there should not be any serious governance 

problems if people would simply stick to the task of making an encyclopedia. This 

was strictly wishful thinking. In fact, Wikipedia was from the beginning and is both 

a community and an encyclopedia project.17

As noted earlier, upon publication of Sanger’s memoirs a controversy arose 

over whether Sanger even deserved credit as a cofounder of Wikipedia. In 

a sense, in playing the bad cop one is depleting one’s own reputation or 

leadership credits in favor of the good cop; Sanger, in shifting from bad cop 

to apostate, prompted some to question whether such credit was merited 

at any time. A more productive discussion at the time characterized the 

change in leadership style as a necessary one:

Now, I must say. . . I think a project of such a type can only work *without* a 

strong authority. It is important to let people built their own organisation. Jimbo 

has this very powerful strength, in this that he lets most of the organisation be a 

self-organisation. For those who know a bit about leadership, it is a rather rare oc-

currence. For the sake of wikipedia, and to let all the international projects grow up 
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(without a strong hand to lead them), it was important that the role of the editor in 

chief disappear.18

Sanger actually concedes as much in the development of editorial policies 

but is still concerned about controlling abusive editors and attacks, particu-

larly when they alienate high-quality expert contributors. And so he now 

leads the Citizendium project.

Wales’s Influence

Authorial leaders are frequently the initial author of the community’s con-

tent. This is the case, for example, with Linus Torvalds and the Linux ker-

nel or Guido van Rossum and the Python programming language. In this 

respect, Wikipedia is a bit different, as was pointed out to me by Evan Pro-

dromou, Wikipedian and a founder of Wikitravel.19 Prodromou argued that 

unlike FOSS communities, Wikipedia has many more contributors, many 

of whom, even at the administrator level, contribute at a low skill and 

intensity level compared to FOSS contributors. Furthermore, unlike other 

wiki communities or even other leaders within Wikipedia, Wales has never 

been a significant “author” in terms of creating content. Indeed, because of 

Wikipedia’s history, the community regards an editor in chief as undesir-

able, and even Wales’s relatively modest editorial contributions are apt to 

cause concern. (In fact, in The New Yorker he admitted he abandoned his 

efforts to write a scholarly Nupedia article on Robert Merton and options-

pricing theory because it was too intimidating and reminiscent of graduate 

school.20 Sometimes his Wikipedia edits are challenged, as we will see, and 

statistics on his contributions and “edit count” have been a topic of dis-

cussion.21) Plus, much of his purview has been understandably limited to 

English projects. And even though Wales’s public presence in the daily life 

of Wikipedia has receded,22 I consider his leadership to be central because 

of his founding vision, early activity, contributions to collaborative norms, 

relationships with other Wikipedians, and latent power.

In addition to reacting to crises, Schein argues that community culture 

is affected by what leaders “pay attention to.”23 In this way, leadership can 

be exerted by highlighting rather than coercing. For example, in any early 

discussion about neutral point of view, Wales identifies an important issue 

and highlights a sentiment he agrees with: “We should all pay close atten-

tion to Larry’s wording here, which I think is excellent. Nupedia should 
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‘include articles *on* all points of view’ (note the emphasis added), not 

necessarily ‘include articles *from* all points of view.’”24 Or, as seen in the 

discussion about the blocking of a white supremacist, Wales went out of his 

way to commend the participants for having “a disagreement with a posi-

tive exploration of the deeper issues.”25 Highlighting others’ arguments to 

make his own has even led Wales to apologize for contravening Netiquette; 

in a thread about the balance between high-quality content and “cruft,” 

Wales commented: “I know it is bad form to quote an entire post just to say 

‘me too’ but I wanted to say that Daniel is right on the money here, and dis-

plays what I think of as true Wikipedia spirit. We have to have a passion to 

*get it right* or we’ll be full of rampant nonsense.”26 He also can be found 

highlighting what he thinks to be central Wikipedia values: “Wikipedia is 

built on (among other things) twin pillars of trust and tolerance. . . . The 

harmony of our work depends on human understanding and forgiveness 

of errors.”27

Furthermore, after immersing oneself in Wikipedia practice it is not dif-

ficult to see that many of its good faith norms are strongly exercised by 

Wales himself. In a 2007 discussion about his role at Wikipedia he described 

his approach as diplomatic and reflects elements of both good faith and 

neutrality:

I have many faults, but refusal to listen is not really among them. I make mistakes, 

but I am calm and educable. I try to land in the center on most issues, rather than 

staking out any sort of extreme positions. And I try to represent all parts of the 

community’s interest in the broad building of consensus as being better than gang 

warfare.28

Wales once described his approach to me as “I like to think I’m not stu-

pid, but I’m not in my present position because I’m smart but because I’m 

friendly.”29 This attitude can be seen in the following interactions in which 

Wales frequently writes with:

• patience: on a thread regarding Serbo-Croatian dialects: “For those who 

find Mark irritating, and who may not tend to listen to him on those 

grounds, I would like to say, listen to him on this point.”30

• civility: in response to someone who spoke of a threatened fork over a Fri-

ulian dialect and challenged “ARE YOU CRAZY!?!!!!?!!?!?!” Wales responded, 

“Good luck with that. ‘Not yelling at people’ is a critical trait of leadership 

in an all volunteer project.”31
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• humility: in response to someone concerned about perennial problems, 

including language policies, Wales wrote, “I’m very sympathetic to all these 

points. I don’t have an easy answer what to do.”32

• a willingness to apologize: when Wales recommended some text be added 

to a page when it was already present he wrote, “Ok, my mistake, I’m very 

very sorry. I didn’t see that. I apologize for any confusion.”33

Additionally, humor serves to further camaraderie and diffuse anxiety 

about leadership. In response to a message about an April Fool’s Day joke 

about Wales as dictator, someone responded that many prominent Wiki-

pedians make jokes:

These jokes don’t have a “point.” If you scour the list for all messages, you will find 

that I am not the only one who has a sense of humour and knows how to make 

jokes. In fact, this extends to Ant, Mav, Jimbo, etc. who can occasionally be found 

to be making a joke on this list.

I don’t know how it is with you, but as far as I know the point of humour is to 

lighten up a situation, and only occasionally to make a point.34

However, as Wikipedia has grown, attempts at humor by those in positions 

of authority seemingly become rarer because a bad or misunderstood joke 

can have deleterious consequences exceeding the value of a few chuckles. 

And, of course, just as Wikipedia sometimes fall short of its ideals, Wales—

and other leaders—make their fair share of mistakes, some of which are 

widely publicized because of Wikipedia’s prominence and a counter-cul-

ture of message boards that thrive on complaint and conspiracy.35 Even 

within the community, his attempts to steer Wikipedia are sometimes chal-

lenged. For example, during the 2006 Wikimedia board of trustee elections, 

Wales’s message encouraging people to vote—and for specific candidates—

was thought inappropriate by some because he might have access to the 

intermediate results; subsequent elections were hosted and overseen by 

an external organization.36 Or, in response to an embarrassing instance of 

vandalism in 2009, Wales called upon the foundation to enable the experi-

mental “Flagged Revisions” feature at the English Wikipedia based on his 

“personal recommendation” and community consensus (roughly 60 per-

cent of those polled supported the idea). This prompted a maelstrom of dis-

cussion, and mainstream press attention, about openness, the meaning of 

consensus, and his role. However, despite initially overreaching, he and the 

community continued substantive discussion and Wales challenged those 

who objected for a specific counter-proposal within a limited time frame.37 
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(I expect using this feature as a way to protect specific pages eventually will 

be implemented.)

In any case, Wikipedia’s good faith culture undeniably has been shaped 

by Wales’s own values and actions; while he did not write many articles, he 

did help establish many of Wikipedia’s essential values and norms. Addi-

tionally, after Sanger’s departure he once again attempted to move to the 

“background” in encouraging other forms of governance to emerge and by 

supporting like-minded persons with a similar temperament.

Beyond the Founders: Admins, ArbCom, and the Board

Whereas cofounder Larry Sanger was editor in chief of Nupedia and he was 

informally known as the chief organizer of Wikipedia, neither role was ever 

claimed again after he resigned. Instead, the “Administrators” page stresses 

that everyone is an equal editor. Those who demonstrate themselves to be 

good editors may request extra responsibilities but “are not imbued with 

special authority.”38 Yet, while Wikipedia culture values editorial egalitari-

anism over administrative responsibilities, this does not mean there are no 

leaders. Consequently, before turning to how the community speaks about 

leadership, I first present a brief description of the leadership and gover-

nance structure of Wikipedia itself.

A novel characteristic of Wikipedia is that most anyone who browses 

Wikipedia may edit it—though a tiny fraction of pages are “protected” if 

they are subject to persistent or severe policy violations, such as edit war-

ring, vandalism, defamation, or copyright violations.39 Wikipedia pages 

claim that contributors who sign up for an account and log in—no longer 

“anonymous”—do not gain additional powers; instead, they have access 

to useful features such as a user page and the ability to track the pages one 

cares about. (Of course, a logged-in user who builds a good reputation can 

garner informal authority among other contributors.) Additional features 

are made accessible to experienced users in the role of a system administrator, 

or sysop. These features permit such an administrator to enact Wikipedia 

policy and group consensus, particularly with respect to the management 

of protected pages, the deletion of pages, or temporarily blocking sources 

of vandalism. Yet, the English Wikipedia’s “Administrators” page quotes 

Jimmy Wales as saying, “This should not be a big deal.” Indeed, in a 2005 
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version of this page an association with editorial authority is purposely 

disavowed:

Administrators are not imbued with any special authority, and are equal to every-

body else in terms of editorial responsibility. Some Wikipedians consider the terms 

“Sysop” and “Administrator” to be misnomers, as they just indicate Wikipedia users 

who have had performance- and security-based restrictions on several features lifted 

because they seemed like trustworthy folks and asked nicely. However, administra-

tors do not have any special power over other users other than applying decisions 

made by all users.

In the early days of Wikipedia all users acted as administrators and in principle 

they still should. Any user can behave as if they are an administrator, provided that 

they do not falsely claim to be one, even if they have not been given the extra 

administrative functions. Users doing so are more likely to be nominated as full 

administrators by members of the community and more likely to be chosen when 

they are finally nominated.40

Essentially, administrators are able to quickly prevent and intervene in 

destructive edits. (Textual vandalism isn’t truly destructive as the previous 

versions are available; one administrative feature is the rollback that permits 

the quick reversion of such edits.) However, in an ironic testament that 

administrators are much like ordinary users, they do sometimes become 

involved in wheel wars, a term going back to the 1970s to describe conflicts 

among those who gained “big wheel” privileges on a computer system.41 

And, given there are now thousands of contributors, administrators, and 

administrative actions it is no longer possible to claim that administrators 

are “applying decisions made by all users” as was claimed in 2005. A clarifi-

cation in 2008 states: “There is very little extra decision-making ability that 

goes along with adminship, and it does not add any extra voice in consen-

sus decisions. In that sense, whether a person is an administrator is not, in 

and of itself, important.”42

In the time since its founding, additional levels of authority have 

appeared as Wikipedia evolved from a small English-only encyclopedia to 

a massive project among many at a nonprofit foundation. At the English 

Wikipedia there are now 900-plus active administrators and about a dozen 

active bureaucrats who appoint administrators and other bureaucrats.43 

Elected stewards can, respectively, change any such role across all Wikime-

dia wikis and act as bureaucrats for smaller projects.44 Orthogonal to admin-

istrative and governance roles there are also developers, those who actually 

write the software and administer the servers.45 Volunteers continue to act 
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in all of these capacities: the Wikimedia Foundation has only a handful 

of employees who administer the foundation, solicit funding, or perform 

essential hardware/software maintenance and development.46

In Wikipedia culture, and in keeping with the larger wiki culture, delin-

eations of authority are suspect, as is seen in the previous excerpt regarding 

the role of administrators. Yet, even if these other levels of authority entail 

responsibilities rather than rights—which is the orthodox line—they could 

nonetheless be seen as something to achieve or envy if only for symbolic 

status. This leads to the occasional call for the label associated with this role 

to be deprecated, as discussed in the thread “Rename Admins to Janitors”:

I’m sick and tired of people misunderstanding what an “administrator” of Wikipedia 

is. It was a misnomer to begin with, and we’ve had nothing but trouble with this 

name ever since. Users misunderstand it (and ask admins to make editorial deci-

sions). Media misunderstand it (and either do not explain it, or connect it to power 

and influence). And it’s no wonder. “Administrator” could refer to a manager, or 

someone appointed by a court; it typically describes someone in an important of-

ficial position.

When the role of “bureaucrat” was created, the name was chosen specifically so 

that people would not treat it as a status symbol. It should be something nobody 

really _wants_—something people do because it needs doing, not because it gains 

them credibility and influence. This seems to have worked reasonably well for the 

most part.47

Also, it is worthwhile to note that as one ascends the hierarchy of roles, and 

the power of implementation increases, policy discretion often decreases. 

Just as administrators ought not to have extra authority in making edi-

torial decisions, stewards should not make policy decisions. Stewards can 

“remove arbitrary user access levels” on any Wikimedia wiki. They can 

toggle whether one has the ability of an administrator (to block users or 

protect pages), a bot (to run automatic tools), or a bureaucrat (to set access 

levels within a single wiki), and whether one has the ability of oversight 

(to suppress revisions), or checkuser (to determine the Internet address of 

users). Because of this power, stewards are governed by their own policies: 

don’t decide, don’t promote users on projects with existing bureaucrats, 

don’t change rights on your own project, act with transparency, and check 

local policies.48 The “Don’t Decide” policy further states:

Stewards are not allowed to make decisions, such as “this user should (or should not) 

be promoted.” Their task is to implement valid community decisions. . . . Stewards 
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should always be neutral. They can vote in elections, but when executing the result 

of the election the steward has to act according to the result, even if they disagree.49

At the time of incorporation in 2003, Wales delegated some of his authority 

to an initial five directors of the Wikimedia Foundation Board of Trustees, in 

which he serves as chairman emeritus. (The board has since been expanded; 

elections in July 2009 resulted in a total of ten trustees.50) The board “has 

the power to direct the activities of the foundation. It also has the author-

ity to set membership dues, discipline and suspend members (article III), 

and to amend the corporate bylaws (article VI).”51 In the realm of editorial 

disputes between users (including administrators) dispute resolution can 

be facilitated by mediation or arbitration, and the Arbitration Committee 

(ArbCom) can issue a binding decision. The ArbCom, discussed in chapter 

5, was first proposed as a “Wikiquette committee” in 2003 and was formally 

established the following year.52 However, it is recommended that disputes 

be worked out civilly between the participants as mediation and arbitra-

tion can be tedious. Or, as Skomorokh’s Law notes, “There are no winners 

at Arbitration, only losers.”53 The ArbCom, the Board, and Jimmy Wales 

himself, ultimately, have the authority to penalize or remove abusive users.

Finally, while consensus is preferred for most decisions, voting has had a 

place in Wikipedia, such as in some elections (e.g., for stewards and board 

members) and on pages like “VfD” (Votes for Deletion) where allegedly 

unworthy articles are nominated for removal. Nonetheless voting is widely 

recognized as difficult and often contentious: “Don’t vote on everything, 

and if you can help it, don’t vote on anything.”54 In fact the VfD process 

was renamed to AfD (Articles for Deletion) and now speaks of consensus 

rather than voting.55 In any case, and as noted earlier, multiple models of 

governance coexist within Wikipedia, and democratic voting is widely rec-

ognized as problematic.

However, despite an early lack of concern with community structure and 

culture (e.g., “Ignore All Rules”), protestations that administrators are noth-

ing but janitors, and that the ArbCom was but an experimental delegation 

of authority from Wales, Wikipedia’s conceptualization of governance and 

leadership is maturing and stabilizing. Wikipedia has long since recognized 

itself as a community, people strive to become administrators despite dis-

claimers, and the ArbCom is unlikely to go away. The cultural significance 

of administrators was acknowledged in January 2007 by the creation of the 

page “Advice for New Administrators,” which became part of the “New 
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Admin School,” which even includes the “coaching” (mentoring) of edi-

tors who want to become administrators.56 Yet, the orthodox caveats about 

responsibility rather than power persist, as the “Advice” page cautions:

Remember that administrator status is not a trophy. Generally, therefore, do not act 

any differently now than you did six months or a year ago. It is true that you may be 

able to help mediate a dispute effectively, or resolve one, or guide the improvement 

of an article. But in virtually all of these cases your ability has nothing to do with 

your being an administrator, just with your experience, knowledge of the policies, 

and good sense—i.e. virtues you had long before you became an administrator, and 

virtues shared by many non-administrators. . . . Wikipedia administrators do have 

certain powers, and you need good judgment to use them. Nevertheless, this does 

not mean that administrators should act like police or judges. Consider thinking of 

your new status more like a custodian.57

Furthermore, the role of socializing others into the collaborative norms of 

Wikipedia are represented as a central function of being an administrator, 

who should be willing to talk and be patient; respond with “gentle” encour-

agement and discouragement; pay “careful attention to our core policies”; 

“assume people act on good faith”; and “give people the benefit of the 

doubt.” They should not “get sucked in” to the disputes in which they 

intervene.

Discussing Leadership

The prominent leader of an open content community is sometimes charac-

terized as a benevolent dictator. This is a variation on a tradition in online 

communities, particularly Usenet, of referring to a minority with dispro-

portionate influence as a “cabal.”58 While a cabal can still be spoken of in 

earnest (with a negative connotation), in time it and the acronym TINC 

(“There Is No Cabal”) became shorthand for referring to the difficulties of 

community governance and the propensity for some to see conspiracies. 

The role of the “benevolent dictator” completes this ironic turn while also 

indicating genuine respect. Jimmy Wales is referred to as a benevolent dic-

tator, though it is not a title he accepts. Indeed, it behooves any such leader 

to disclaim such a title because, as Eric Raymond notes, hacker culture 

“consciously distrusts and despises egotism and ego-based motivations; 

self-promotion tends to be mercilessly criticized, even when the commu-

nity might appear to have something to gain from it. So much so, in fact, 

that the culture’s ‘big men’ and tribal elders are required to talk softly and 
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humorously deprecate themselves at every turn in order to maintain their 

status.”59 (Although Raymond is seminal for theorizing aspects of open 

source leadership and popularizing the term benevolent dictator, its usage 

appears to precede Raymond’s use in computer communities and even its 

application to Linus Torvalds.60)

Nonetheless, the need for “dictatorship” arises from the difficulty inher-

ent to decision making in large, voluntary, and consensus-oriented com-

munities. While a cabal or dictator might be complained about, so might 

their absence. In a discussion about whether a redesign of Wikipedia’s 

portal should use icons of national flags to represent different languages—

many nations share a language or use more than one—Wikipedian NSK 

wrote that continued arguments “do nothing to improve the present ugly 

portal.” Unfortunately, “Wikipedia suffers from many voices, often contra-

dictory. I think you need an influential leader to take final decisions (after 

community input of course).”61 This sentiment is shared in many open 

content communities. FOSS practitioner Karl Fogel writes: “Only when it is 

clear that no consensus can be reached, and that most of the group wants 

someone to guide the decision so that development can move on, do they 

put their foot down and say ‘This is the way it’s going to be.’”62 Clay Shirky 

also makes this point in his essay “A Group Is Its Own Worst Enemy” by 

way of Geoff Cohen’s observation that “the likelihood that any unmod-

erated group will eventually get into a flame-war about whether or not 

to have a moderator approaches one as time increases.”63 (Again, Cohen’s 

observation takes the form of the ever popular Godwin’s Law.)

In the Wikipedia context, in addition to differing opinions among those 

of good faith, an informal and consensus-based approach does not seem-

ingly deal well with those who act in bad faith, such as the feared neo-Nazi 

attack:

What is needed in obvious cases like this is a “benevolent dictator,” whether it’s 

Jimbo Wales or the arbcom, to examine the editors’ contributions then ban them, 

because these are not bona fide Wikipedians who happen to have a strong POV. 

They are fanatics acting to promote the views of a political cult, and they’re here for 

no other reason. Yet here they remain, making a mockery of everything Wikipedia 

stands for.64

Where possible, Wales has delegated authority, particularly to the Board 

of Trustees and Arbitration Committee, but much authority remains with 

Wales as noted in a 2005 comment:
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Wikipedia is “at the mercy of” Jimbo. Jimbo has delegated his “mercy,” to use your 

term, to the Arbitration Committee that he convened over 15 months ago, and 

which he periodically refreshes the membership thereof as guided by the wishes of 

the community. Significant disciplinary matters in Wikipedia are thus guided by a 

number of editors who are held in high esteem by the community at large (or, at 

least, so one hopes).65

Anthere, a former chairperson of the board of trustees, described this bal-

ance of reserved authority and delegation as one of facilitating or hindering 

a direction, reminiscent of the goal theory of leadership66 whereby a leader 

makes the subordinate’s path more satisfying and easier to travel by clarify-

ing goals and reducing obstructions:

I think that what is especially empowering is the leadership type of Jimbo. Jimbo 

is not coaching at all, and rather little directing (though hints are sometimes quite 

clear), as well as rather little delegating (I think the foundation would sometimes 

benefit from more delegation from Jimbo). His type is essentially supportive. Very 

low direction but very high support. This leaves basically as much opportunity to 

work in certain directions as one would dream of. However, one moves in a direction 

supported by Jimbo much more quickly than in a direction not supported by Jimbo. 

I[t] can take a long time to find a satisfactory decision, but prevents from travelling 

in an unsafe direction.67

However, this balance can lead to ambiguities that prompt discussion, such 

as that about editorial authority. In February 2005 an enormous debate 

erupted over the illustration included in the encyclopedic article on autofel-

latio. Images tend to prompt many debates and raise questions of censor-

ship, free speech, cultural differences, and of the age appropriateness and 

quality of Wikipedia. A similar debate arose for the image in the clitoris 

article, as well as a cinematic still of Kate Winslet wearing nothing but a 

diamond necklace in the “Titanic (1997 film)” article. The latter debate was 

resolved when her breasts were cropped from the image;68 it was eventually 

removed altogether because of copyright concerns. When Wales deleted 

the photographic image of autofellatio, which had replaced the less-con-

tentious illustration, Erik Moeller challenged this action as it raised the old 

issue of to what extent Wikipedia has an “editor in chief”:

Perhaps you could clarify that this was not done in your role as trustee. I don’t be-

lieve it was, as you did not consult with Angela and Anthere [two other trustees], so 

I consider it just like an edit by any other Wikipedia editor, only that, of course, you 

hope that people will take it more seriously because of the reputation that comes 

with your role in the project, past and present. That’s completely reasonable, if done 

rarely and in cases you consider important.
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The page is currently being edit warred over, and one editor uses the comment 

“rv [revert] to Jimbo’s approved version.” It would be helpful if you could state here 

that you are not in the business of approving articles. I believe your edit summary 

“This image is completely unacceptable for Wikipedia” could be misconstrued to be 

an official statement, when it is your personal opinion. Some people still see Wiki-

media as being governed by a benevolent dictator, and any explanation would help 

to eliminate that misconception.

I still remember how the Spanish Wikipedia forked over some discussion on ad-

vertising. I’m somewhat worried that people might misunderstand your comments, 

and assume that you are acting as “Chief Editor.” On the other side, those who do 

support the removal of the image might deliberately seek to create that impression 

in order to further their agenda.69

Wales did not respond to this particular email message, but continued 

discussion with respect to how this image would affect educational use of 

Wikipedia. However, Wales’s role was further discussed during discussion 

of the possible neo-Nazi attack. This led Wales to clarify that he would 

prevent such an attack though he also recognizes the dangers inherent to 

such action:

The danger of course is that the benign dictator may turn out to be biased or wrong 

himself. So I hesitate to do this except in cases where speed is of essence, or where 

it’s just very clearcut and easy. What I prefer is that I can act as a temporary bridge 

and “person to blame” while we work on community solutions.70

Seven months later, on the same thread, Wales further defined his role as a 

“constitutional monarch”:

I do not believe in the “benevolent dictator” model for Wikipedia. Our project is of 

major historical significance, and it is not appropriate for any one person to be the 

benevolent dictator of all human knowledge. Obviously.

But we have retained a “constitutional monarchy” in our system and the main 

reason for it is to _support_ and _make possible_ a very open system in which pol-

icy is set organically by the community and democratic processes and institutions 

emerge over a long period of experimentation and consensus-building. . . . It is not 

possible for 10,000 NeoNazis (if such numbers exist) to storm into Wikipedia and 

take it over by subverting our organic democratic processes because I will not allow 

it. Period. So we don’t have to overdesign those processes out of a paranoia of a 

hostile takeover.

But this also means that we don’t need to over-react right now. We can wait 

and see. They’ll talk a big game but just review those message boards and then look 

around here. A battle of wits between Wikipedians and Nazis? I know who I’m bet-

ting on.71
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Wales’s conception of his role was further developed and articulated on the 

“Benevolent Dictator” discussion page:

I am more comfortable with the analogy to the British monarch, i.e. my power 

should be (and is) limited, and should fade over time. . . .

The situation in nl.wikipedia.org is probably a good example of how I can play 

a productive role through the judicious exercise of power. My role there is mostly 

just as advisor to people in terms of just trying to help people think about the big-

ger picture and how we can find the best ways to interact and get along to get our 

incredibly important work done.

But it is also a role of “constitutional” importance, in the sense that everyone 

who is party to the discussion can feel comfortable that whatever agreements are 

reached will be *binding*, that there is a higher enforcement mechanism. It’s not 

up to me to *impose* a solution, nor is it up to me directly to *enforce* a solution 

chosen by the community, but I do play a role in guaranteeing with my personal 

promise that valid solutions decided by the community in a reasonable fashion will 

be enforced by someone. . . .

And notice, too, that I believe such authority should be replaced as time goes 

along by institutions within the community, such as for example the ArbCom in 

en.wikipedia.org, or by community votes in de.wikipedia.org, etc.

We have very few problems, other than isolated things, with sysop abuse or ca-

bals, even in smaller languages, and in part because everyone is quite aware that I 

would take whatever actions necessary to ensure due process in all parts of wikipe-

dia, to the best of my ability.72

It is worthwhile noting that Wales is articulating a hybrid of leadership 

types including autocratic (decision made by the leader alone), consulta-

tive (the problem is shared with and information collected from the group, 

before the leader decides alone), and delegated leadership (the problem is 

shared, ideas are accepted, and the leader accepts the solution supported by 

the group).73 Also, Wales’s concern with not over-designing the “organic 

democratic processes” echoes findings in the study of FOSS community 

that the judicious use of charismatic authority can be preferable to a “com-

plex system of rules.”74 Similarly, in a discussion about the openness of 

foundation-related committees Wales felt that “it seems to me that the best 

way to approach this is not with a formalistic board resolution (this is not 

our traditional way), but through ongoing dialog and discussion, rather 

than rules-based demands from the board.”75 And even though Wales is 

seemingly conscientious about the use of his authority, others note that 

the “charismatic” character of his leadership can be unsavory. If others 
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appropriate what Wales has said or done as the justification for their own 

position, some will object:

This kind of hero-worship begins with Christians who find it more chic to parrot 

Christ’s words than to live them. In our context this translates into using “Jimbo 

said . . .” as an argument that would stop all debate.76

Wales himself is now sensitive to this concern as seen in his qualification 

of an email about how to distinguish between sites that criticize Wikipedia 

and those that harass Wikipedians:

I have this funny feeling, after writing this email, that it is the sort of email likely to 

be misused in some fashion as a WP:JIMBOSAYS fallacy. This note at the top serves 

as notice that anyone citing this email as setting down policy on Wikipedia is being 

a goof. I am just discussing and thinking here and trying to be helpful.77

Elsewhere he notes that “unless I am very very very careful, it ends up get-

ting used as a stick to beat innocents to death with.:)”78

Concern about this role and title led to a consideration of alternatives 

for “benevolent dictator” including constitutional monarch, the most 

trusted party (TMTP, Linus Torvalds’s preferred moniker), eminence grise, 

and deus ex machina.79 And while the notion of constitutional monarch 

has achieved some stabilization and acceptance within the community, 

“benevolent dictator” won’t disappear from the conversation given its long 

history within online communities. Indeed, the notion not only serves as a 

measure of the leader’s actions, but also those of other participants. In one 

of the many threads about sexual content on Wikipedia, one participant 

wrote to another: “So your opinion is now law? Wonderful. We don’t need 

all of those nasty little polls or votes. . . . All we have to do is have you make 

the decision for us. I thought Jimbo was the benevolent dictator. You seem 

just to want to be dictator, period.”80

Conclusion

To whatever extent Wikipedia has been successful in the pursuit of a uni-

versal encyclopedia—a question for the next chapter—I argue an apprecia-

tion of the community and its collaborative culture is key to understanding 

Wikipedia. However, unlike the purity of a utopian dream, Wikipedians 

must reconcile their vision with the inescapable social reality of irritating 

personalities, philosophical differences, and external threats. Despite its 
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good-faith collaborative culture, its egalitarian ethos, and its openness—or 

because of it—Wikipedia has been shaped by authorial leadership. An infor-

mal benevolent dictator serves to gently guide the community, to medi-

ate internal disputes between those of good faith, and to defend against 

those acting in bad faith. At this point, he or she may achieve a significant 

amount of symbolic status within the community or even outside atten-

tion. However, when a person comes to be responsible for more than he 

or she can do by dint of will alone, new responsibilities and authority pull 

taut a tightrope that must be carefully walked before the eyes of one’s peers. 

Sanger’s reflections about his exit from the community and continued dis-

cussion about Wales’s role are testaments to how delicately the tin crown 

of such leadership must be balanced.





7 Encyclopedic Anxiety

Over time, the average quality of Wikipedia articles rises, but Wikipedians’ standards 

rise more quickly.

—OpenToppedBus’s First Law

The higher the standards that Wikipedia aims for, the more that Wikipedia will 

appear sub-standard to the outside world.

—OpenToppedBus’s Corollary

Wikipedia, and the collaborative way in which it is produced, is at the 

center of a heated debate. Much as reference works might inspire passion-

ate dedication in their contributors, they also, seemingly, can inspire pas-

sionate disparagement. In 2004 Michael Gorman, former president of the 

American Library Association, wrote an op-ed criticizing Google and its 

book-scanning project; he was surprised by the negative online response 

to his piece, but this only prompted him to redouble his attack a few years 

later. In 2007 he focused on blogs and Wikipedia, decrying the effects of the 

“digital tsunami” on learning. In a blog essay entitled “Jabberwiki” Gorman 

lauded Sanger’s abandonment of Wikipedia for the more expert-friendly 

Citizendium and criticized those who continue to contribute to, or even 

use, Wikipedia:

Despite Sanger’s apostasy from the central tenet of the Wikipedia faith and his es-

tablishment of a resource based on expertise, the remaining faithful continue to add 

to, and the intellectually lazy to use, the fundamentally flawed resource, much to 

the chagrin of many professors and schoolteachers. Many professors have forbidden 

its use in papers. Even most of the terminally trendy plead with their students to 

use other resources. . . . A few endorse Wikipedia heartily. This mystifies me. Educa-

tion is not a matter of popularity or of convenience—it is a matter of learning, of 

knowledge gained the hard way, and of respect for the human record. A professor 
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who encourages the use of Wikipedia is the intellectual equivalent of a dietician who 

recommends a steady diet of Big Macs with everything.1

While he may be more strident than others, Gorman is not alone. As seen 

in the epigraph that begins this chapter, Wikipedians themselves are aware 

of the vertigo resulting from increasing quality being outpaced by expec-

tations. What was once thought to be an adequate article, even when 

expanded and improved, might be marked as a stub today. As noted in the 

“corollary,” this vertigo is further exaggerated in the “outside world’s” view 

of Wikipedia progress.2

In this chapter I review some of the criticism Wikipedia faces related to 

the themes of collaborative practice, universal vision, encyclopedic impulse, 

and technological inspiration. However, I frame contemporary criticism by 

way of a historical argument: Wikipedia, like other reference works before it, 

has triggered larger social anxieties about technological and social change. 

This prompts the question of whether Wikipedia is representative of new 

forms of content production that are changing the role of the individual, the 

character of cultural products, and the authority and viability of established 

cultural institutions. Each element of this concern also prompts arguments 

about whether such changes are genuine or hype and, if genuine, positive 

or negative. But before I engage these specific arguments, it is worthwhile to 

understand why reference works prompt such arguments.

The Normativeness of the Reference Work

Many reference controversies revolve around the extent to which reference 

works are seen as normative, that is, in some way condoning their subjects 

and sources. For example, shouldn’t a national dictionary shun popular 

slang or words borrowed from other languages?

When the French Academy commenced compiling a national diction-

ary in the seventeenth century, it was with the sense that the language 

had reached perfection and should therefore be authoritatively “fixed,” as 

if set in stone. However, the utilitarian value of a vernacular dictionary 

could not be denied: Furetiére’s competing dictionary contained words not 

approved of by the scholars and it sold well in the black market.3 Samuel 

Johnson also thought he might be able to preserve the purity of English, 

despite warnings that the French dictionary took forty years to complete.4 

However, once the difficult task of compiling a dictionary was complete, he 
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apologized in its preface to those “who have been persuaded to think well 

of my design, [and] require that it should fix our language”; this pretense 

with which he had “flattered” himself was in fact an “expectation which 

neither reason nor experience could justify” as no lexicographer can secure 

his language “from corruption and decay” and “clear the world at once 

from folly, vanity, and affectation.”5

While there is still some debate over the extent to which dictionaries 

should be “prescriptive,”6 few, beside the French Academy, would purposely 

exclude commonly used words out of a desire to withhold implicit appro-

bation. However, encyclopedists have been more willing to associate the 

scope of their subject, and its treatment, with a larger social program. One 

reason for this difference between dictionaries and encyclopedias might 

simply be space. It is within the realm of a lexicographer to include every 

word of interest, even if it requires twenty volumes in the case of the OED 

(Oxford English Dictionary), or a magnifying lens in the case of the OED’s 

compact edition. Encyclopedias, if they are to fit on one or two shelves of 

a library stack, must limit their scope. This then requires judgment about 

what to include in a given work, which entails asking what is essential, 

worthwhile, and appropriate to know. On the axis of material constraints 

then, Wikipedia is situated much more like paper dictionaries than ency-

clopedias given its near-infinite number of pages. (Granted, Wikipedians 

still argue about inclusionism versus deletionism,7 but even a deletionist’s 

scope is far more permissive than even the largest print encyclopedia.)

Another probable reason reference works are thought to be normative 

is that they were marketed as resources for children. Information histo-

rian Foster Stockwell concludes,“The implication was that any parent who 

failed to buy an encyclopedia for the youngster was depriving a child of 

the opportunity of doing well in school, and, ultimately, in life.” Between 

1940 and 1970 some sales techniques were so aggressive as to be outlawed 

and various encyclopedias were fined for violating Federal Trade Commis-

sion orders. Yet, despite the scholarly intentions of their compilers, the 

marketing departments of reference work publishers convincingly made 

their pitch and the public came to see encyclopedias as an authoritative 

source for instruction, such that, “when children go to their parents for 

help they will, as often as not, be directed to the encyclopedia shelf.”8 This 

issue is reflected today in arguments about Wikipedia’s age appropriateness: 

is it “child safe”? The English-language Wikipedia has generally resisted 



140 Chapter 7

content discrimination on the basis of anything other than informative 

content, though how to deal with potentially offensive subjects is often 

discussed (e.g., pedophilia and hate speech). The Wikimedia Foundation 

addresses concerns about age appropriateness partly through the provision 

of a Simple English Wikipedia for use by children.9

Other wiki-based projects face a similar issue. The very handy wikiHow 

provides accessible information on how to do various tasks yourself; yet, 

just because a page describes how to do something, does that mean one 

should do it? (An article on wikiHow about how to do something com-

pared to an article on Wikipedia about something seems to have a greater 

force.) wikiHow makes no claim that every article is an endorsement, but it 

also avoids content that would be considered “inappropriate for our fam-

ily audience,”10 a threshold the larger Wikipedia does not accommodate. 

Despite these intentions, and any disclaimers, some people nonetheless see 

Wikipedia as representative and permissive of changes not to their liking. 

In the history of reference work production, Wikipedia is not alone.

This question of an implied morality in a reference work is present 

in Herbert Morton’s fascinating The Story of Webster’s Third: Philip Gove’s 

Controversial Dictionary and Its Critics.11 Perhaps the primary reason for the 

controversy associated with this dictionary was that it appeared at a time 

of social tumult. A simplistic rendering of the 1960s was that progressives 

were seeking to shake up that which conservatives held dear. Yet, those 

working on the Third were not a band of revolutionaries. For example, 

Gove made a number of editorial decisions so as to improve the diction-

ary. And while lexicographers might professionally differ with some of his 

choices, such as the difficult pronunciation guide or the sometimes awk-

ward technique of writing the definition as a single sentence, these were 

lexicographic decisions. It was the social context that largely defined the 

tenor of the controversy.

My reading of Morton, and one I think is relevant to Wikipedia as well, 

is that critics were alarmed at the social change occurring around them 

and attacked Webster’s Third as an exemplar and proxy. For example, Wil-

son Follet, an authority on word usage, published an article in the Atlantic 

Monthly entitled “Sabotage in Springfield” wherein he described the Third 

as “a scandal and disaster,” which “plumes itself on its faults and parades 

assiduously cultivated sins as virtues.”12 Scholar Jacques Barzun thought 

it extraordinary, and worth bragging about, that for the first time in his 
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experience the editorial board of the distinguished American Scholar was 

able to unanimously condemn a work and know where each board member 

“stood on the issue that the work presented to the public,” even though 

“none of those present had given the new dictionary more than a casual 

glance.”13 In fact, an exhortation I encountered as a schoolboy of “ain’t 

ain’t a word” was a prominent topic of national debate after the Third’s 

publication.14 Yet, as Morton details, while some of these criticisms resulted 

from Merriam’s ill-considered press materials proclaiming it to be “truth,” 

“unquestionable fact,” and the “supreme authority,” much of the reac-

tion was also predicated on ignorance and a reaction against “the so-called 

permissiveness of American culture in the 1960s.”15 The extent to which 

Wikipedia makes claims of veracity or greatness is part of the debate I will 

discuss.

Bias: Progressive and Conservative

In 2008 the front page of Conservapedia, an ideological competitor of 

Wikipedia, recommended its “article of the year” to readers so they might 

“Discover what Wikipedia, the public school systems, and the liberal media 

don’t want you to know about atheism.”16 This reference to the “Atheism” 

article clearly indicates Conservapedia’s intention of opposing a perceived 

liberal and materialistic bias in Wikipedia. Indeed, its “Examples of Bias in 

Wikipedia” article lists 160 instances.17 And Conservapedia is but one of the 

first of many ideological user-generated encyclopedias likely to be started—

though many soon fall into disuse. (The facetious headline of an article in 

the Register recommends that if you find “Conservapedia too pinko? Try 

Metapedia.”18 Metapedia’s stated purpose is to serve as an encyclopedia “for 

pro-European activists,”19 recalling the much discussed “neo-Nazi” attack/

fork of Wikipedia.) Because reference works are popular, used by children, 

and understood as representing what is known, we should not be surprised 

to see these works at the center of larger social controversies.

And because of visionaries like Otlet and Wells one might mistakenly 

infer that reference works are necessarily progressive. While this has often 

been the case, particularly since the Enlightenment, it need not be so. In 

the history of reference works one is more likely to find opposing forces, 

cycles of predominance, and surprises. As an example of the diversity of 

purpose for reference works, historian Tom McArthur claims the Greeks 
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wanted to know everything so as to think better, the Romans to act bet-

ter, and the Christians to glorify God and redeem their sins.20 As evidence 

of the latter Johann Zedler wrote in his eighteenth-century encyclopedia, 

the Universal-Lexicon: “the purpose of the study of science . . . is nothing 

more nor less than to combat atheism, and to prove the divine nature of 

things.”21 In Conservapedia’s “Atheism” article of the year, we see the cycle 

has completed a turn.

Of course, it is the French Encyclopédie with which progressivism is 

famously associated. In its “Encyclopedia” article, Diderot wrote that a 

good encyclopedia ought to have “the power to change men’s common 

way of thinking.”22 Such a notion was considered dangerous by the French 

nobility, Pope Clement XIII, and an editor of Britannica, a clergyman by 

the name of George Gleig. In the dedication of the 1800 Britannica sup-

plement, Gleig wrote to his monarch: “The French Encyclopédie has been 

accused, and justly accused, of having disseminated far and wide the seeds 

of anarchy and atheism. If the Encyclopædia Britannica shall in any degree 

counteract the tendency of that pestiferous work, even these two volumes 

will not be wholly unworthy of Your Majesty’s attention.”23 Wikipedia is 

often thought to be anarchic as well, or at least to be an experiment in anar-

chism—and the recurrent motif of concern about atheism is remarkable. 

However, ironically, Britannica’s image as a conservative stalwart is contra-

dicted by one of its more recent editors, Charles Van Doren; Jimmy Wales 

is fond of citing the former editor at Britannica as saying that “because the 

world is radically new, the ideal encyclopedia should be radical, too. It 

should stop being safe—in politics, and philosophy, and science.”24 The 

fact that Van Doren worked at Britannica after resigning from Columbia 

University because of his participation in the television quiz show scan-

dals of the 1950s is a further irony given the present arguments about new 

media and the authority of knowledge production.25

Accusations of bias are surprising in their specificity and passion, and 

prior to Wikipedia, Britannica received the brunt of attention. Herman 

Kogan’s The Great EB: The Story of the Encyclopædia Britannica addresses 

many accusations of bias, particularly by and between Protestants, Catho-

lics, Britons, Americans, and Soviets.26 Harvey Einbinder’s The Myth of the 

Britannica is actually an extensive criticism itself though he also describes 

Christian Scientist and Jehovah’s Witness concerns in addition to Catholic 

controversies.27 Over a century ago Thaddeus Oglesby collected criticisms 
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he had raised against Britannica in a book entitled: Some Truths of History: A 

Vindication of the South against the Encyclopædia Britannica and Other Malign-

ers.28 (However, contrary to Oglesby’s opinion, Gillian Thomas notes that 

the Britannica seems overly favorable to the South given its portrayal of 

lynching as a form of controlling “disorderly Negro politicians” by “pro-

tective societies of whites.”29) More recently, Michel McCarthy wrote of 

Britannica’s complaint department including their receipt of an obscen-

ity-filled letter from a Texas man accusing Britannica of bias against the 

Ostrogoths.30

But perhaps the best-known encyclopedia critic is Joseph McCabe; 

around 1950 he began documenting a perceived Catholic bias in many 

popular encyclopedias. McCabe’s dedication and focus has the same obses-

sive character of earlier reference work compilers, present-day Wikipedians, 

and even some of its critics. He wrote that this new preoccupation resulted 

from an overseas argument about the Pope’s employment of castrati. He 

discovered that Britannica’s once accurate “Eunuchs” article “had been 

scandalously mutilated, the facts about church choirs suppressed, and the 

reader given an entirely false impression.” Upon learning that the West-

minster Catholic Federation boasted of their efforts to “eliminate matter 

which was objectionable from a Catholic point of view and to insert what 

was accurate and unbiased,” McCabe set out to identify what had been 

altered in his publication The Lies and Fallacies of the Encyclopædia Britan-

nica: How Powerful and Shameless Clerical Forces Castrated a Famous Work of 

Reference.31 He followed this work a few years later with The Columbia Ency-

clopedia’s Crimes against the Truth: Another Analysis of Potential Catholic Bias 

in Encyclopedia. Here he tracked changes in various editions over the topics 

of sexuality, atheists, the forgery of the Donation of Constantine (transferring 

power from the Roman Emperor to the papacy), and the encyclopedia’s 

silence on “Catholic persecution, death sentence for heresy, mental reserva-

tion, apostates, vilification marriages, torture, Feast of Fools, the Syllabus, 

etc.”32 No doubt, he would have loved to have a tool like WikiScanner.33 

This tool, which can help identify the origins of some “anonymous” edits, 

was widely covered in the press in August 2007 when it was revealed that 

computers associated with the Diebold electronic voting machine com-

pany, the Democratic Congressional Campaign Committee, the Vatican, 

Scientology members, and others had removed embarrassing information 

from their respective articles.
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Yet, as in any history, we must be careful not to divide the field into 

extremes, in this case between conservative and progressive poles. For 

example, while an association with the Encyclopédie was certainly danger-

ous, Robert Darnton notes that it was France’s sympathetic director of the 

library, and chief censor, who saved the Encyclopédie several times. Indeed, 

Malesherbes warned Diderot that his papers were about to be seized by the 

police but that they could be deposited and saved with him after issuing 

the very order for their confiscation.34 Or, in another anecdote, one can see 

that even the French Royals had a complicated relationship with the cen-

sored work, wishing they had the reference on hand during a dinner party 

discussion about the composition of gunpowder and the construction of 

silk stockings.35

And as a final methodological note, the interpretation of past events is 

often colored by our own present. Consider the question, what did those in 

power fear from the Encyclopédie? Foster Stockwell clearly labels the focus 

on craftsmanship as a progressive force: Diderot “exploded the religious 

and social myths that kept people in a condition of servitude.” He was 

also the first to take craftsmanship seriously and by doing so “helped set in 

motion the downfall of the royal family and the rigid class system,” with 

the result that “every person became the equal of every other.”36 Yet another 

scholar, Cynthia Koepp, renders the import quite differently. Diderot, on 

behalf of the “dominant, elite culture” expropriated the techniques of the 

artisan whose “formally unique talents, knowledge, and abilities became 

dispensable.”37

The difference between these two authors shows that the degree to which 

reference works are viewed as conservative or progressive is not only depen-

dent on their historical context, but also on interpretations of that his-

tory in the present: Stockwell sees the Encyclopédie as a democratizing force 

whereas Koepp sees it as a form of expropriation. (It could have been nei-

ther or both.) Consequently, the task is not so much to determine whether 

a particular reference work was objectively and definitively conservative or 

progressive, but rather whether it was received as such and what that tells 

us of the larger social context. As Einbinder writes in the introduction to 

his critique, “since an encyclopedia is a mirror of contemporary learning, 

it offers a valuable opportunity to examine prevailing attitudes and beliefs 

in a variety of fields.”38 Similarly, for contemporary debate, Clay Shirky, a 
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theorist of social software, observes: “Arguments about whether new forms 

of sharing or collaboration are, on balance, good or bad reveal more about 

the speaker than the subject.”39

Criticisms of Wikipedia and “Web 2.0”

Not surprisingly, though worth a chuckle nonetheless, an informative 

resource for this chapter is Wikipedia’s “Criticism of Wikipedia” article. It 

contains the following dozen or so criticisms of the the Wikipedia concept 

and its contributors:

Criticism of the concept: the wiki model, usefulness as a reference, . . ., suitability 

as an encyclopedia, anti-elitism as a weakness, systemic bias in coverage, systemic 

bias in perspective, difficulty of fact-checking, use of dubious sources, exposure to 

vandals, exposure to political operatives and advocates, prediction of failure, privacy 

concerns, quality concerns, threat to traditional publishers, “waffling” prose and 

“antiquarianism,” anonymous editing, copyright issues, the “hive mind.” Criticism 

of the contributors: flame wars, fanatics and special interests, censorship, abuse of 

power, level of debate, male domination, community, EssJay and the lack of creden-

tial verification, humorous criticism.40

Those are substantive concerns raised about Wikipedia—each interest-

ing in its own way—and many are responded to on another page.41 Also, 

many of the specific complaints are part of a more general criticism in 

which Wikipedia is posed as representative of an alleged “2.0” shift toward 

a hivelike “Maoist” collective intelligence. The term Web 2.0, unavoidable 

in a discussion about Wikipedia, is attributed to a conversation about the 

naming of a conference in 2004 to discuss the reemergence of online com-

merce after the collapse of the 1990s “Internet bubble.” Tim O’Reilly, tech-

nology publisher, writes that chief among Web 2.0’s “rules for success” is 

to: “Build applications that harness network effects to get better the more 

people use them. (This is what I’ve elsewhere called ‘harnessing collective 

intelligence.’).”42 However, many of the platforms claimed for Web 2.0 pre-

ceded it, including Amazon, Google, and Wikipedia. Ward Cunningham 

launched his wiki in 1995! I’m forced to agree with Robert McHenry, for-

mer editor in chief of Encyclopædia Britannica, that “Web 2.0” is a marketing 

term and shorthand “for complexes of ideas, feelings, events, and memo-

ries” that can mislead us, much like the term “the 60s.”43 (The label modern 

can be equally frustrating, as we shall see.)
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Fortunately, while unavoidable, one can substantiate the notion of Web 

2.0 by focusing on user-generated content. Clay Shirky, in Here Comes Every-

body, argues we are moving from a model of “filter then publish” toward 

“publish then filter”; filtering before was by publishers, today it is by one’s 

peers.44 This seems to be the most important feature of “2.0,” one repre-

sented by Craigslist postings, Amazon book reviews, blog entries, and 

Wikipedia articles. The production of content by Shirky’s “everybody” or 

Wikipedia’s “anyone” is what Wikipedia’s collaborative culture facilitates 

and what its critics lament.

In the following sections I engage criticism of Wikipedia, and Web 2.0 

more generally, via four themes: collaborative practice, universal vision, 

encyclopedic impulse, and technological inspiration. In short, a caricature 

of the criticism that I address is that the fanatical mob producing Wikipe-

dia exhibits little wisdom and is more like a Maoist cult of monkeys bang-

ing away on the keyboards and thumb pads of their gadgets, disturbing 

the noble repose of scholars and displacing high-quality content from the 

marketplace. Though I am personally sympathetic toward Wikipedia, my 

intention is not to argue for or against Wikipedia supporters or critics, but 

to identify the larger social issues associated with Wikipedia collaboration 

and the pursuit of the universal encyclopedia.

Collaborative Practice

In many conflicts misunderstandings are as common, if not more so, than 

genuine differences. There are elements to this in the arguments about 

Wikipedia, particularly over the way it is produced. Describing how knowl-

edge is constituted can be difficult, but one can identify three ways for how 

we might think of knowledge production throughout history.45 First, we 

must admit that the hermit’s encyclopedia, devoid of all contact with the 

words of others, would be of little use. Even the monastic scribe copying 

parchment, and introducing some changes no doubt, is engaged in some 

degree of sociality. Some have described this interaction at a distance, in 

time or geography, as a type of stigmergy, like a wasp building upon the 

work of others.46 Second, the production of a reference work eventually 

exceeded the capability of any one person. What might be thought of as 

corporate production includes the interaction of financiers and subscribers, 

and of contributors and editors working within some—even if loose—form 

of social organization. Finally, there is Wikipedia and other open content. 



Encyclopedic Anxiety 147

In earlier chapters I explore how this community and its culture facilitate 

the production of an encyclopedia. It is on this point that there is much 

argument, and, I think, some misunderstanding. The central concern seems 

to be how we can conceive of our humanity in working together, and its 

implications. (If this sounds confusing or overly grand, bear with me!) I’ll 

begin with two related buzzwords: the hive-mind and collective intelligence.

A hot topic of the 1990s was chaos and complexity theory; Kevin Kelly, 

former editor in chief of Wired, published a popular book on the topic enti-

tled Out of Control: The New Biology of Machines, Social Systems, and the Eco-

nomic World.47 Kelly popularized a burgeoning understanding of how order 

can emerge from seeming chaos: how the beautiful midair choreography 

of a flock of birds arises when many individuals follow very simple rules 

of interaction. This “new biology” was mostly gleaned from and applied 

to the natural world, but Kelly also posited it as a theory in understand-

ing social organization and intelligence via the notion of the “hive mind.” 

This idea would persist into the new millennium when a number of new 

media-related phenomena arose demanding explanation. In 2002 Howard 

Rheingold, who had previously authored a seminal and popular treatment 

of virtual communities, published Smart Mobs: The Next Social Revolution.48 

In this book Rheingold argues for new forms of emergent social interaction 

resulting from mobile telephones, pervasive computing, location-based ser-

vices, and wearable computers. Two years later, in The Wisdom of Crowds, 

James Surowiecki made a similar argument, but instead of focusing on the 

particular novelty of technological trends, he engaged more directly with 

the social science of group behavior and decision making.49 In his book Sur-

owiecki argues that groups of people can make very good decisions when 

there is diversity, independence, decentralization, and appropriate aggrega-

tion within the group. This works well for problems of cognition (for which 

there is a single answer) and coordination (by which an optimal group solu-

tion arises from individual self-interest, but requires feedback), but less so 

for cooperation (for which an optimal group solution requires trust and 

group orientation, i.e., social structure/culture).

None of these authors engage the case of Wikipedia, which was just 

beginning to receive significant press coverage in the latter half 2001. But 

since the publication of Smart Mobs and The Wisdom of Crowds, two ques-

tions have arisen: Are these works on group dynamics applicable to under-

standing Wikipedia’s apparent success; and if so, is that a good thing? But 
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let’s begin with the latter question first: many Wikipedia critics think the 

collective intelligence model is applicable, and are repulsed by the process 

and the result.

Michael Gorman, the acerbic librarian encountered at the beginning 

of this chapter, writes: “The central idea behind Wikipedia is that it is an 

important part of an emerging mass movement aimed at the ‘democratiza-

tion of knowledge’—an egalitarian cyberworld in which all voices are heard 

and all opinions are welcomed.”50 However, the underlying “‘wisdom of the 

crowds’ and ‘hive mind’ mentality is a direct assault on the tradition of indi-

vidualism in scholarship that has been paramount in Western societies.” 

Furthermore, whereas this enthusiasm may be nothing more than easily dis-

missible “technophiliac rambling,” “there is something very troubling about 

the bleak, dehumanizing vision it embodies—this monster brought forth by 

the sleep of reason.”51 In a widely read and discussed essay entitled “Digital 

Maoism: The Hazards of the New Online Collectivism,” Jaron Lanier, com-

puter scientist and author, concedes that decentralized production can be 

effective at a few limited tasks, but that we must also police mediocre and 

malicious contributions. Furthermore, the greatest problem is that the hive 

mind leads to a loss of individuality and uniqueness: “The beauty of the 

Internet is that it connects people. The value is in the other people. If we 

start to believe the Internet itself is an entity that has something to say, we’re 

devaluing those people and making ourselves into idiots.”52 Andrew Keen, 

1990s Internet entrepreneur turned Web 2.0 contrarian, likens the process 

of producing and consuming content to “the blind leading the blind—infi-

nite monkeys providing infinite information for its readers, perpetuating the 

cycle of misinformation and ignorance.”53 Author Mark Helprin, like Gor-

man, unwittingly stepped on a hornets’ nest of online dissent with an op-ed. 

His call to extend copyrights in the United States prompted a backlash that 

he responded to with a book defending his proposal and counter-attacking 

the “functionally illiterate” digital barbarians. Free-culture advocates protest 

the moving window of copyright extensions because, they argue, it creates 

a perpetual copyright; when copyright terms are continually extended by 

Congress this contravenes the intentions and limits specified in the U.S. 

Constitution. Because he was apparently unaware of this controversy and 

shocked by the vociferous response, he likened the way people work together 

online as termites that “go steadily and quietly about their business, almost 

unnoticed” until “an apparently solid house collapses in a foamy heap.”54 
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(Lawrence Lessig’s review characterizes Helprin’s book as an odd combina-

tion of memoir and poorly informed policy.55)

Yet the question of whether this model is actually relevant to Wikipe-

dia is disputed by many, including prominent Wikipedians. In May 2005 

Wikipedian Alex Krupp introduced Surowiecki to the wikipedia-l list via 

a message entitled “Wikipedia, Emergence, and The Wisdom of Crowds”:

I think all Wikipedians would enjoy the book. . . . The basic premise is that crowds 

of relatively ignorant individuals make better decisions than small groups of experts. 

I’m sure everyone here agrees with this as Wikipedia is run this way.56

Jimmy Wales was quick to respond that he did not agree, and stressed as 

much in his public talks because “Wikipedia functions a lot more like a 

traditional organization than most people realize—it’s a community of 

thoughtful people who know each other, not a colony of ants.”57 Another 

Wikipedian expressed a similar sentiment based on his experience that 

Wikipedia is built by “dedicated editors collaborating and reasoning 

together . . . it is hard to recognize the effect, if any, of ‘swarm intelligence’ 

on the project’s development.”58

I participated in the thread myself, hoping to move beyond the swarm 

label toward why the theory might be relevant to Wikipedia production if 

it can be characterized by diversity, independence, and decentralization 

within the group. In particular, these conditions might augment other the-

orists’ explanations of “commons-based peer production”:

If the asynchronous and bite-sized character of Open contributions contribute to 

their success (Benkler “fine-grained,” Sproull “microcontributions”), is that all? 

What *kind* of micro-contributions are necessary? *If* the contributions are crap, if 

they aren’t coming from diverse participants (e.g., not “group think”), independent 

(e.g., not “herding”), and decentralized and filtered/aggregated well (e.g., not “US 

intelligence” ;)) then they might be useful.59

However, even the premise of my point was disputed: what role did diverse, 

sometimes anonymous, fine-grained micro-contributions play in Wikipe-

dia production? Scholars Yochai Benkler and Lee Sproull were among the 

first to argue the importance of such contributions in online communi-

ties.60 However, while present, how relevant was this for Wikipedia pro-

duction? Ward Cunningham has identified openness and incrementalism 

as key design principles of the wiki.61 Others focused on the fact that a 

relatively tight-knit minority did the majority of the work and the major-

ity did little, often explained by way of theories of the long tail, Pareto’s 
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Distribution, Zipf’s Law, or the 80/20 Rule; or that we were witnessing the 

power of “mass collaboration.”62 Oddly, as reviewed in chapter 1, two seem-

ingly contrary popular theories were being used to explain Wikipedia at the 

same time: is the crowd or the elite doing a majority of the work?

In any case, the important point was that Wikipedians typically rejected 

any characterization of Wikipedia as some sort of smart mob, as Wales did:

I should point out that I like Surweicki’s thesis just fine, it’s just that I’m not con-

vinced that “swarm intelligence” is very helpful in understanding how Wikipedia 

works—in fact, it might be an impediment, because it leads us away from thinking 

about how the community interacts in a process of reasoned discourse.63

Of course, as is evident in my concern with Wikipedia culture in earlier 

chapters, I wrote that I agreed “with Jimbo that any posited explanation 

that fails to account for the dynamics and culture of good-willed interac-

tion has got it wrong. So in that sense, Surowieki is (perhaps) necessary but 

(certainly) not sufficient.”64 Yet, despite an admittedly incomplete under-

standing and Wales’s public attempts to disclaim Wikipedia as a “hive-

mind,” the accusation continues to be raised. For example, in September 

2006 an otherwise informative article entitled “The Hive: Can Thousands 

of Wikipedians Be Wrong?” appeared in the Atlantic Monthly.65 In addition 

to likening online collaboration to a hornet’s nest and termite infestation, 

Helprin made an even less favorable comparison: these interactions were 

like a “quick sexual encounter at a bacchanal with someone whose name 

you never know and face you will not remember, if, indeed, you have actu-

ally seen it.” The resulting works “are often so quick, careless, and primitive 

that they are analogous to spitting on the street.”66 In his 2006 “Digital 

Maoism” essay, Lanier recast the claim of the hive as implying inevitable 

incremental improvement: “A core belief of the wiki world is that whatever 

problems exist in the wiki will be incrementally corrected as the process 

unfolds.”67 The essay was also published with commentary from a num-

ber of prominent thinkers. Wales responded that Lanier’s allegation was 

unfounded:

. . . this alleged “core belief” is not one which is held by me, nor as far as I know, 

by any important or prominent Wikipedians. Nor do we have any particular faith 

in collectives or collectivism as a mode of writing. Authoring at Wikipedia, as every-

where, is done by individuals exercising the judgment of their own minds.68

Yochai Benkler, law professor and seminal theorist of “commons-based 

peer production” also responded: “Wikipedia is not faceless, by and large. 
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Its participants develop, mostly, persistent identities (even if not by real 

name) and communities around the definitions.”69 Addressing the question 

of collectivism and the implication of rosy utopianism, Clay Shirky noted, 

“Wikipedia is the product not of collectivism but of unending argumenta-

tion; the corpus grows not from harmonious thought but from constant 

scrutiny and emendation.”70

Contrary to the allegations of critics, Wikipedia supporters argued that 

wikis were both a powerful tool “that fosters and empowers responsible 

individual expression”71 and a community of peers working within a col-

laborative culture—neither of which was best described by the notion of 

a swarm, hive, or collective intelligence. Indeed, it seems that the actual 

understanding of Wikipedia supporters is not that different from Gorman’s 

conception of an encyclopedia. Gorman claims that whereas a traditional 

encyclopedia is “the product of many minds,” it is not “the product of a 

collective mind.” Instead, “It is an assemblage of texts that have been writ-

ten by people with credentials and expertise and that have been edited, 

verified, and supplied with a scholarly apparatus enabling the user to locate 

desired knowledge.”72

The real issue to explore, then, is the extent to which access to encyclo-

pedic production is provided to those without “credentials and expertise.”

Universal Vision

A simple summary of the universal encyclopedic vision is its aspiration of 

expansiveness. Otlet’s “Universal Repertory” and Wells’s “World Brain” 

were conceived of as furthering an increased scope in production and 

access. Reference work compilers would be joined by world scholars and 

international technocrats. Furthermore, every student might have these 

extensive resources at hand, in a personal, inexpensive, and portable for-

mat. It was hoped this collection of intellect would yield a greater sense of 

mutual accord throughout the world. Nor would the world encyclopedia 

limit itself to text; new media and tools were accommodated and envi-

sioned. The universal vision persisted into the networked age, becoming 

more modest in its hope of prompting world peace, but pushing accessibil-

ity even further. Once Project Gutenberg launched, content could be had 

for the cost of network access; then, as access became pervasive, informa-

tion became free “as in beer”; and then, in Stallman’s proposal for a “Uni-

versal Encyclopedia,” content was to become free “as in freedom”: free to 
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be distributed and modified without restriction, other than reciprocity.73 

In the Interpedia days it was thought that reasonable and well-educated 

people might contribute—which was how most Internet users could con-

ceive of themselves at the time. Nupedia, too, had the potential to open 

up contribution, even if it was still limited to the formally educated. And, 

of course, with Wikipedia almost “anyone” can edit, something not even 

conceived of—or perhaps even approved of—by the earliest visionaries.

Critics of Wikipedia find this to be a cockeyed dream that is quickly 

becoming an all-too-real nightmare, and liken the universal vision to failed 

utopias and feared dystopias. In a Wired profile of Tim O’Reilly, journalist 

Steven Levy touches upon the Internet and collective consciousness, and 

asks if Web 2.0 might be “the successor to the human potential move-

ment”; Nick Carr, a journalist covering information technology, claims 

that even entertaining this question is evidence of unhinged rapturous 

“revelation.”74 Michael Gorman equates the Internet with the siren song 

that lures sailors to shipwreck.75 Thomas Mann, another librarian, invokes 

Aldous Huxley in an essay entitled “Brave New (Digital) World”—subtitled 

“Foolishness 2.0”—and compares the vision of user-generated content to 

naïve French and Marxist revolutionaries. Mann argues we would be better 

served emulating the pragmatic authors of the Federalist Papers, cognizant 

of the pathologies that infect social organisms (e.g., that “short-sighted-

ness, selfishness, and ignorance are constant factors in human life”), rather 

than celebrating the unproven presumption that technology can cure all.76

In this case, the larger anxiety that Wikipedia has triggered is clear, and 

like that of its predecessors it reflects a broader concern about authority. 

Much as the Encyclopédie challenged the authority of church and state and 

recognized the merit of the ordinary artisan, or the Third reflected larger 

social changes manifested in everyday speech, Wikipedia is said to favor 

mediocrity over expertise. Or from Andrew Keen’s perspective, Wikipedia 

elevates The Cult of the Amateur at the expense of the professional.

The implication of this shift toward user-generated content and niche 

markets is contested. Or, it is not so much that different authors envision 

different futures, but viscerally react to that same future differently. (How-

ever, we should remember that all those characteristics now associated with 

print—its “fixity,” authority, and credibility—cannot be taken for granted 

and their establishment took some time to develop as a “matter of conven-

tion and trust, of culture and practice.”77) The popular InstaPundit blogger 
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Glenn Reynolds has a positive interpretation as seen in the title of his book: 

An Army of Davids: How Markets and Technology Empower Ordinary People to 

Beat Big Media, Big Government, and Other Goliaths.78 And Chris Anderson, 

the current editor in chief of Wired, finds “selling less for more” in The Long 

Tail to be the exciting future of business because retailers can now offer 

easy access to the “long tail” of niche markets in which that majority of 

items only sell a few copies.79 However, on the flip side, Keen argues that 

“today’s Internet is killing our culture.” Keen begins his book by mourning 

the closing of Tower Records, a favorite of his in which he could peruse, 

hands on, a deep and diverse catalog of music. Independent bookstores 

and small record labels have also disappeared, and should rampant piracy 

and the flood of mediocre user-generated content continue, other creative 

industries face the same fate. Yet, while Keen laments the effects of a cult, 

Anderson finds value in the long tail: celebrating the easy access and mas-

sive selection of Amazon (for books), Rhapsody (for music), and Netflix (for 

movies).

However, besides implications for the marketplace, the question of 

authority also invokes concerns about autonomy and liberty. Matthew 

Battles, a journalist and librarian, responds to critics who prefer the profes-

sional to the amateur by asking who is going to force the cat back in the 

bag:

Does Gorman really believe, along with Andrew Keen, that “the most poorly edu-

cated and inarticulate among us” should not use the media to “express and real-

ize themselves”? That they should keep quiet, learn their place, and bow to such 

bewigged and alienating confections as “authority” and “authenticity”? Authority, 

after all, flows ultimately from results, not from such hierophantic trappings as de-

grees, editorial mastheads, and neoclassical columns. And if the underprivileged (or 

under-titled) among us are supposed to keep quiet, who will enforce their silence—

the government? Universities and foundations? Internet service providers and me-

dia conglomerates? Are these the authorities—or their avatars in the form of vetted, 

credentialed content—to whom it should be our privilege to defer?80

Shirky similarly notes the “scholars-eye view is the key to Gorman’s com-

plaint: so long as scholars are content with their culture, the inability of 

most people to enjoy similar access is not even a consideration.”81

This concern about access and authority is further manifested by way of 

argument about two labels: modernism and Maoism. Matthew Battles, con-

tinuing his response on authority, argues that genuine “digital Maoism” 

emerges when users are bullied to be kept silent:
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Experience, expertise, and authority do retain their power on the web. What’s evolv-

ing now are tools to discover and amplify individual expertise wherever it may 

emerge. Maoist collectivism is bad—but remember that Maoism is a thing enabled 

and enforced by authority. Similarly, digital Maoism rears its head whenever we talk 

about limiting the right to individual expression that, with the power of the web 

behind it, is creating a culture of capricious beauty and quirky, surprising utility. 

Digital Maoism will emerge when users are cowed by authority, when they revert to 

the status of mere consumer, when the ISPs and the media conglomerates reduce the 

web to a giant cable TV box.82

Interestingly, critics and supporter alike recognize threads of Enlighten-

ment and modern values in contemporary knowledge work. In their own 

way, supporters and critics each lay claim. In June 2007 Encyclopædia Bri-

tannica hosted an extensive “Web 2.0 Forum” on its blog, upon which 

danah boyd, a researcher of online communities and a PhD student at the 

time, declared:

I entered the academy because I believe in knowledge production and dissemina-

tion. I am a hopeless Marxist. I want to equal the playing field; I want to help people 

gain access to information in the hopes that they can create knowledge that is valu-

able for everyone. I have lost faith in traditional organizations leading the way to 

mass access and am thus always on the lookout for innovative models to produce 

and distribute knowledge.83

Two points are worthwhile noting about this comment. First, boyd—who 

prefers her name in lowercase—is comparing new knowledge production 

models with that of the traditional academy, something she implies some 

dissatisfaction with here and more pointedly elsewhere.84 Historian Peter 

Burke argues that the institutions of the university, academy, and schol-

arly society each arose when its predecessor failed to accommodate new 

approaches to knowledge production and dissemination85—perhaps Wiki-

pedia stands astride another such fault. Second, boyd self-identified—I 

assume sincerely—as a Marxist, and this merits some framing. A common 

insult levied against those in the free culture movement is the aspersion of 

communism—or socialism and now even Maoism.86 Such statements are 

usually received as an insult, as intended, and denied. Indeed, given the 

strong libertarian roots of Internet culture it is a grave mistake to accept 

such a generalization. Jimmy Wales, a former futures and options trader, 

credits Friedrich Hayek, a famous free market thinker, with informing his 

understanding of collective behavior.87 In any case, despite red-baiting or 

parading, one should remember that Karl Marx was as “modern” as Adam 
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Smith; by this I mean that although their mechanisms of social action were 

different, each was relatively optimistic about the power of human beings 

to positively shape their own destiny.

The critics too, will admit to a modern streak: Mann writes that modern-

ism was a good thing, but presently “people’s faith in the transformative 

effects of gadgets” is utopian, and as Gorman points out, a siren song.88 

Gorman himself responds in an essay about Google’s efforts to scan mil-

lions of books:

How could I possibly be against access to the world’s knowledge? Of course, like 

most sane people, I am not against it and, after more than 40 years of working in 

libraries, am rather for it. I have spent a lot of my long professional life working on 

aspects of the noble aim of Universal Bibliographic Control—a mechanism by which 

all the world’s recorded knowledge would be known, and available, to the people of 

the world. My sin against bloggery is that I do not believe this particular project will 

give us anything that comes anywhere near access to the world’s knowledge.89

Keen too, while critical of Wikipedia, refuses to cede the label of modern. In 

response to Wales describing himself in a widely read article as “very much 

an Enlightenment kind of guy,” Keen argues that Wales “is a counter-

enlightenment guy, a wide-eyed-dramatic, seducing us with the ideal of the 

noble amateur.”90 At this point, as is the case with “Web 2.0,” I balk. I don’t 

question that it is convenient to use a label commonly associated with a 

historical period so as to evoke a common understanding of the prominent 

events and related social themes. However, should we want to argue about 

whether something is, or is not, modern it is best if we ground that discus-

sion with theoretical clarity and historical specificity. Otherwise, we may 

be speaking past each other—this is why I speak of a twentieth-century 

universal aspiration, encyclopedic impulse, technological inspiration, and 

collaborative practice.

In any case, in this argument about how Wikipedia is collaboratively 

produced we see a larger argument about authority, its institutions, indi-

vidual autonomy, as well as possible consequences for content production.

Encyclopedic Impulse

A popular perspective on the reference work is the biography of the people 

who create them. The range of personality types spans a spectrum ranging 

from noble self-improvers to the criminally insane, though they all shared a 

commitment to their craft. This same commitment can be seen in present-

day Wikipedians, and is a target of scorn by some critics.
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As we saw with Otlet and Wells, idealists and enthusiasts are not at all 

uncommon in the roster of those concerned with collecting knowledge. 

Suzanne Briet, a contemporary of Otlet and Wells, highlighted the impor-

tance of “altruism” and “zeal in research” among the “signs of the extro-

verted attitude of the documentalist.”91 The famous eighteenth-century 

romanticist Samuel Taylor Coleridge concocted a (failed) scheme with 

friends for Pantisocracy, a commune in the Americas, and Metropolitana, 

an encyclopedia organized according to the branches of human knowl-

edge rather than alphabetically.92 (Project Xanadu was named in honor of 

Coleridge’s poem “Kubla Khan.”) And Frederick James Furnivall, a found-

ing personality behind the nineteenth-century Oxford English Dictionary 

(OED) was known as an agnostic, vegetarian, and Socialist—characteristics 

for which many thought him foolish.93

But perhaps the most well-known personality is also one of the most 

tragic. Simon Winchester’s The Professor and the Madman is the story of the 

OED and one of its most fecund contributors, Dr. William Minor. It is not 

clear what caused Minor’s paranoid delusions, which eventually drove him 

to murder an innocent he mistook for the phantasms that tormented him 

in the night. Yet Winchester argues that Minor’s devotion to the project—

Minor submitted 10,000 citation slips to the OED documenting the early 

usage of terms—was perhaps one of his few solaces: partially replacing his 

paranoid compulsions with a constructive one that gave Minor some sense 

of purpose and connection to others.94

Regardless of whether these men were self-improvers or madmen, their 

passion and commitment is aptly characterized by Thomas McArthur in his 

history of reference works:

In this they epitomize an important element in the history and psychology of refer-

ence materials: the passionate individuals with the peculiar taste for the hard labor 

of sifting, citing, listing and defining. In such people the taxonomic urge verges on 

the excessive. Thus, the wife of the Elizabethan lexicographer Thomas Cooper grew 

to fear that too much compiling would kill her husband. To prevent this, she took 

and burned the entire manuscript upon which he was working. Somehow, Cooper 

absorbed the loss—and simply sat down and started all over again.95

An early example of such diligence is that of Pliny the Elder’s thirty-seven 

volume Natural History, one of the earliest European encyclopedias. A 

respected Roman admiral, statesman, and author, Pliny wrote his work 

of 20,000 facts with a genteel diligence. His nephew and protégé, Gaius 
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Plinius Cecilius Secundus, better known as Pliny the Younger, wrote to a 

friend of his uncle’s habit of devoting every spare moment to his studies in 

which he would take notes while a servant read:

I remember once his reader having mis-pronounced a word, one of my uncle’s 

friends at the table made him go back to where the word was and repeat it again; 

upon which my uncle said to his friend, “Surely you understood it?” Upon his ac-

knowledging that he did, “Why then,” said he, “did you make him go back again? 

We have lost more than ten lines by this interruption.” Such an economist he was 

of time!96

Pliny even recorded his uncle’s chastisement for wasting hours in walking 

about Rome instead of being carried in a litter from within which he could 

continue his studies.

Wikipedians can be a similarly compulsive and eccentric lot. So much so 

that some refer to themselves as Wikipediholics with a case of editcounti-

tis, “a serious disease consisting of an unhealthy obsession with the num-

ber of edits you have made to Wikipedia.”97 One’s edit count is a sort of 

coin of the realm. Although it is acknowledged as an arbitrary number (i.e., 

some might save a Wikipedia page after every tweak, whereas others may 

edit “offline” and paste it back when done in a single edit), one’s count 

is a rough approximation of one’s involvement and commitment to the 

project. In the 2006 Wikimedia Board elections only those with 400 edits 

could participate; in 2008 the requirement was raised to 600 edits.98 The 

“Deceased Wikipedians” article states: “Please do not add people to this 

list who were never an integral part of the community. People in this list 

should have made at least several hundred edits or be known for substantial 

contributions to certain articles.”99

But wait, a list of deceased Wikipedians? Indeed. Historically many refer-

ence-work contributors driven by the encyclopedic impulse also recognized 

that their passion would not bring them great rewards or fame. As Samuel 

Johnson wrote in his preface to A Dictionary of the English Language, “Every 

other author may aspire to praise; the lexicographer can only hope to 

escape reproach, and even this negative recompense has been yet granted 

to very few.”100 So, in this small way, deceased Wikipedians are acknowl-

edged. And the list also gives a flavor of the character of Wikipedia itself. A 

consequence of subsuming one’s self in a reference work is an appreciation 

of the personalities and preoccupations of those behind the seemingly staid 

resource. When A. J. Jacobs undertook the immense task of reading the 
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whole Britannica he concluded that among the best ways to get one’s own 

entry was to be beheaded, explore the Arctic, get castrated, design a font, 

or become a mistress to a monarch.101 These were seemingly popular top-

ics among Britannica editors. Similarly, the lists of Wikipedia give a similar 

sense of the tastes of its contributors. The “List of Lists of Lists” is one article 

among a dozen that were nominated as the weirdest of Wikipedia pages, 

giving a skewed but amusing perspective. Other weird articles included: 

“List Of Fictional Expletives,” “Heavy Metal Umlaut,” “List Of Songs Fea-

turing Cowbells,” “List Of Strange Units Of Measurement,” “Professional 

Farter,” “List Of Problems Solved By MacGyver,” “Spork,” “Navel Lint,” 

“Exploding Whale,” and “Twinkies in Popular Culture.”102

Whereas tens of thousands of Wikipedians make a handful of changes, 

many do much more than this: a 2007 survey reported respondents aver-

aged 8.27 hours per week on the site.103 Some go even beyond this. For 

example, in 2006 the Canadian Globe and Mail profiled Simon Pulsifer, 

a Canadian in his mid-twenties at the time, who had edited more than 

78,000 articles, two to three thousand of which he created.104 How does 

such a habit form? Andrew Lih, author and fellow Wikipedia researcher, 

referred me to the story of “the red dot guy,” Seth Ilys, who tells of his slip 

into the work as follows:

Sometime early in 2004, I made a dot-map (example) showing the location of my 

hometown: Apex, North Carolina. Then I decided, what the heck, since I’ve done 

that and have the graphics program open, why don’t I make maps for every town in 

the county. That afternoon, I did about a third of the state and it didn’t make any 

sense to stop there, so, like Forrest Gump, I just kept on running. Eerily enough, 

other people started running, too, and before long nearly all of the User:Rambot U.S. 

census location articles will have maps.105

This indicates to me that it is not only the personality types of reference 

work compilers that are relevant, but also the character of the work itself. 

There is something about perusing, summarizing, compiling, and indexing. 

(I prefer to call this an “encyclopedic impulse” instead of McArthur’s “taxo-

nomic urge” to indicate a greater scope beyond classification, but I think 

we each mean the same thing.) Perhaps it is the focused, piecemeal but 

cumulative work that grabs some people and makes an “addict” of them. 

Or, as seen with Paul Otlet and H. G. Wells, the idea of liberating facts from 

the binding of a book is an enchanting one. And while the eccentricities 

are humorous and charming for the most part, there is a hint of distress 



Encyclopedic Anxiety 159

in those who complain of staying up too late, falling behind with work, 

and suffering sore wrists. In 2006, the Wikipedia policy on blocking users 

stated, “Self-blocking to enforce a Wikiholiday or departure are specifically 

prohibited.”106 Again, it is somewhat funny that an administrator would 

block herself so as to stop editing, but it is also potentially sad. In the world 

of print, such a compulsion has led to theft, hoarding, and even murder 

as documented in Nicholas Basbanes’s history of the “gentle madness” of 

book collectors.107

Critics have taken note of this personality trait too. But whereas I am 

more likely to view it with amusement, critics tend to be derisive, particu-

larly when the excessive character of the individual joins with the like-

minded to become a “MeetUp” or movement. Or, in a less flattering light, 

Charles Arthur, technology editor at the Guardian, observes Wikipedia, like 

many online activities, “show[s] all the outward characteristics of a cult.”108 

This allegation of religious-like fervor is also seen in Gorman’s reference to 

Wikipedia supporters as “the faithful.”109 Helprin characterizes the online 

Visigoths as an army whose vast bulk “may be just a bunch of whacked-out 

muppets” led by “little professors in glasses” (i.e., free culture proponent 

Lawrence Lessig).110 And while Lanier prefers a more secular metaphor, 

he is nonetheless disdainful by referring to Wikipedians as a Maoist col-

lective and Wikipedia as an “online fetish site for foolish collectivism.”111 

Andrew Orlowski, a journalist at the Register and one of the earliest critics of 

Wikipedia, has published a series of articles documenting Wikipedia faults. 

Presumably referring to the response to his work, Orlowski returns to the 

religious theme when he notes “criticism from outside the Wikipedia camp 

has been rebuffed with a ferocious blend of irrationality and vigor that’s 

almost unprecedented in our experience: if you thought Apple, Amiga, 

Mozilla or OS/2 fans were er, . . . passionate, you haven’t met a wiki-fiddler. 

For them, it’s a religious crusade.”112 And Wikipedia can get such criticism 

from both sides. Proponents of “aetherometry,” a fringe (or pseudo) sci-

ence, have also characterized Wikipedia as “a techno-cult of ignorance.” 

However, in this case, Wikipedia is not being criticized for being overly 

populist, but for failing to recognize a “dissident science” in favor of the 

“power-servant peer-review institutions of Big Science.”113

Here, the passions and eccentricities common to compilers throughout 

the centuries become a feature of the debate between supporters and critics 

themselves.
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Technological Inspiration

Index cards, microfilm, and loose-leaf binders inspired early documental-

ists to envision greater information access. Furthermore, these technologies 

had the potential to change how information was thought of and handled. 

Otlet’s monographic principle, discussed in chapter 2, recognized that with 

technology one would be able to “detach what the book amalgamates, to 

reduce all that is complex to its elements and to devote a page [or index 

card] to each.”114 (The incrementalism frequently alluded to in Wikipedia 

production is perhaps an instance of this principle in operation.) Similarly, 

Otlet’s Universal Decimal Classification system would allow one to find 

these fragments of information easily. These notions of decomposing and 

rearranging information are again found in current Web 2.0 buzzwords 

such as tagging, feeds, and mash-ups, or the popular Apple slogan “rip, mix, 

and burn.”115 And critics object.

As noted, Michael Gorman did not launch his career as a Web 2.0 cur-

mudgeon with a blog entry about Wikipedia; he began with an opinion 

piece in the Los Angeles Times. In his first attack, prompted by the “boogie-

woogie Google boys” claim that the perfect search would be like “the mind 

of God,” Gorman lashes out at Google and its book-scanning project. His 

concern was not so much about the possible copyright infringement of 

scanning and indexing books, which was the dominant focus of discussion 

at the time, but the type of access it provided. Gorman objects to full-text 

search results that permit one to peruse a few pages on the screen:

The books in great libraries are much more than the sum of their parts. They are de-

signed to be read sequentially and cumulatively, so that the reader gains knowledge 

in the reading. . . . The nub of the matter lies in the distinction between informa-

tion (data, facts, images, quotes and brief texts that can be used out of context) and 

recorded knowledge (the cumulative exposition found in scholarly and literary texts 

and in popular nonfiction). When it comes to information, a snippet from Page 142 

might be useful. When it comes to recorded knowledge, a snippet from Page 142 

must be understood in the light of pages 1 through 141 or the text was not worth 

writing and publishing in the first place.116

From this initial missive, Gorman’s course of finding fault with anything 

that smelled of digital populism was set, and would eventually bring him 

to Wikipedia. (Ironically, he became an exemplar of the successful opinion 

blogger: shooting from the hip, irreverent, and controversial.)

Yet others enthusiastically counter Gorman’s disdain for the digital. 

Kevin Kelly, previously encountered in the hive-mind debate, resurrected 
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the spirit of the monographic principle in a May 2006 New York Times Mag-

azine essay about the “liquid version” of books. Instead of index cards and 

microfilm, the liquid library is enabled by the link and the tag, maybe “two 

of the most important inventions of the last 50 years.”117 Kelly noted that 

the ancient Library of Alexandria was evidence that the dream of having 

“all books, all documents, all conceptual works, in all languages” available 

in one place is an old one; now it might finally be realized. Despite being 

unaware that the curtain was raised almost a century ago, his reprise is true 

to Otlet’s vision:

The real magic will come in the second act, as each word in each book is cross-linked, 

clustered, cited, extracted, indexed, analyzed, annotated, remixed, reassembled and 

woven deeper into the culture than ever before. In the new world of books, every 

bit informs another; every page reads all the other pages. . . . At the same time, 

once digitized, books can be unraveled into single pages or be reduced further, into 

snippets of a page. These snippets will be remixed into reordered books and virtual 

bookshelves.118

It’s not hard to see Wikipedia as a “reordered book” of reconstituted knowl-

edge. Gorman, probably familiar with some of the antecedents of the liquid 

library, given his reference to “Universal Bibliographic Control” above and 

skepticism of microfilm below, considers such enthusiasm to be ill founded: 

“This latest version of Google hype will no doubt join taking personal com-

muter helicopters to work and carrying the Library of Congress in a brief-

case on microfilm as ‘back to the future’ failures, for the simple reason that 

they were solutions in search of a problem.”119 Conversely, Andrew Keen 

fears it is a problem in the guise of a solution, claiming the liquid library “is 

the digital equivalent of tearing out the pages of all the books in the world, 

shredding them line by line, and pasting them back together in infinite 

combinations. In his [Kelly’s] view, this results in ‘a web of names and a 

community of ideas.’ In mine, it foretells the death of culture.”120

Yet, Kevin Drum, a blogger and columnist, notes that this dictum of 

sequentially reading the inviolate continuity of pages isn’t even the case 

in the “brick-and-mortar library” today: “I browse. I peek into books. I take 

notes from chapters here and there. A digitized library allows me to do the 

same thing, but with vastly greater scope and vastly greater focus.”121 As far 

back as 1903 Paul Otlet felt the slavish dictates of a book’s structure were 

a thing of the past: “Once one read; today one refers to, checks through, 

skims. Vita brevis, ars longa! There is too much to read; the times are wrong; 
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the trend is no longer slavishly to follow the author through the maze 

of a personal plan which he has outlined for himself and which in vain 

he attempts to impose on those who read him.”122 In fact, scholars have 

always had varied approaches to reading.123 Francis Bacon (1561–1626) 

noted, “Some books are to be tasted, others to be swallowed, and some few 

to be chewed and digested.”124 A twelfth-century manuscript on “study and 

teaching” recommended that a prudent scholar “hears every one freely, 

reads everything, and rejects no book, no person, no doctrine,” but “If you 

cannot read everything, read that which is more useful.”125 And as (un)usual 

as it may be for anyone to always read a book from start to finish, Gorman’s 

skepticism also includes an accusation inevitable to discussions about con-

temporary technology: hype, or “a wonderfully modern manifestation of 

the triumph of hope and boosterism over reality.”126 Wikipedia critics claim 

that technology has inspired hyperbole. In response to the Seigenthaler’s 

complaint about fabrications in his biographical article, Orlowski writes the 

resulting controversy “would have been far more muted if the Wikipedia 

project didn’t make such grand claims for itself.”127 Nick Carr writes that 

what “gets my goat about Sanger, Wales, and all the other pixel-eyed apolo-

gists for the collective mediocritization of culture” is that they are “all in 

the business of proclaiming the dawn of a new, more perfect age of human 

cognition and understanding, made possible by the pulsing optical fibers 

of the internet.”128 Jaron Lanier, coiner of the term Digital Maoism, concurs: 

“the problem is in the way the Wikipedia has come to be regarded and 

used; how it’s been elevated to such importance so quickly.”129 Building on 

Lanier, Gorman speaks to the hype, and many of his other criticisms:

Digital Maoism is an unholy brew made up of the digital utopianism that hailed the 

Internet as the second coming of Haight-Ashbury—everyone’s tripping and it’s all 

free; pop sociology derived from misreading books such as James Surowiecki’s 2004 

The Wisdom of Crowds: Why the Many are Smarter Than the Few and How Collective 

Wisdom Shapes Business, Economies, Societies, and Nations; a desire to avoid individual 

responsibility; anti-intellectualism—the common disdain for pointy headed profes-

sors; and the corporatist “team” mentality that infests much modern management 

theory.130

Helprin likens Wikipedia to the Great Soviet Encyclopedia wherein the Krem-

lin sent out doctored photographs and updated pages to rewrite history: 

“Revision as used by the Soviets was a tool to disorient and disempower 

the plasticized masses. Revision in the wikis is an inescapable attribute that 
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eliminates the fixedness of fact. Both the Soviets and the wiki builders imag-

ined and imagine themselves as attempting to reach the truth.”131 Likewise, 

Carr continues his criticism by noting: “Whatever happens between Wiki-

pedia and Citizendium, here’s what Wales and Sanger cannot be forgiven 

for: They have taken the encyclopedia out of the high school library, where 

it belongs, and turned it into some kind of totem of ‘human knowledge.’ 

Who the hell goes to an encyclopedia looking for ‘truth,’ anyway?”132

Of course, one must ask to what extent has Wikipedia made “such grand 

claims for itself”? As I belabored in my discussions about NPOV, Wikipe-

dia has few, if any, pretensions to “truth.” As is stressed in the “Verifiabil-

ity” policy, “The threshold for inclusion in Wikipedia is verifiability, not 

truth—that is, whether readers are able to check that material added to 

Wikipedia has already been published by a reliable source, not whether we 

think it is true.”133 Unlike the launching of the Third, there was no ill-con-

ceived press release claiming Wikipedia to be truth incarnate. Furthermore, 

encyclopedias gained their present shine of truth when they were first sold 

to schools in the middle of the twentieth century. Also, we must remember 

Wikipedia was not started with the intention of creating a Maoistic hive 

intelligence. Rather, Nupedia’s goal was to produce an encyclopedia that 

could be available to—not produced by—anyone. When the experiment 

of allowing anyone to edit on a complementary wiki succeeded beyond 

its founders’ expectations, and Wikipedia was born, two things happened. 

First, journalists, and, later, popular-press authors, seized upon its success as 

part of a larger theory about technology-related change. For example, Don 

Tapscott and Anthony Williams reference the wiki phenomenon in the title 

of their book Wikinomics;134 they use a brief account of Wikipedia to launch 

a much larger case of how businesses should learn from and adapt their 

strategies to new media and peer collaboration. In Infotopia Cass Sunstein 

engages the Wikipedia phenomenon more directly, and identifies some 

strengths of this type of group decision making and knowledge production, 

but also illuminates possible faults.135 Using Wikipedia as a metaphor has 

become so popular that Jeremy Wagstaff notes that comparing something 

to Wikipedia is “The New Cliche”: “You know something has arrived when 

it’s used to describe a phenomenon. Or what people hope will be a phe-

nomenon.”136 Second, as seen earlier, Wikipedians themselves sought to 

understand how the experiment turned out so well and engaged in discus-

sions about whether those larger theories applied.
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However, at the launch of Wikipedia, Ward Cunningham, Larry Sanger, 

and Jimmy Wales all expressed some skepticism regarding its success as an 

encyclopedia, a conversation that continued among Wikipedia supporters 

until at least 2005.137 And as evidence of early modesty, consider the follow-

ing message from Sanger at the start of Wikipedia:

Suppose that, as is perfectly possible, Wikipedia continues producing articles at a 

rate of 1,000 per month. In seven years, it would have 84,000 articles. This is entirely 

possible; Everything2, which uses wiki-like software, reached 1,000,000 “nodes” re-

cently.138

Some thought this was a stretch. In 2002, online journalist Peter Jacso 

included Wikipedia in his “picks and pan” column: he “panned” Wikipe-

dia by likening it to a prank, joke, or an “outlet for those who pine to be 

a member in some community.” Jacso dismissed Wikipedia’s goal of pro-

ducing 100,000 articles with the comment: “That’s ambition,” as this “tall 

order” was twice the number of articles in the sixth edition of the Columbia 

Encyclopedia.139 Yet, in September 2007, shy of its seven-year anniversary, 

the English Wikipedia had two million articles (over twenty times Sanger’s 

estimate), proving that making predictions about Wikipedia is definitely 

a hazard—prompting betting pools on when various million-article land-

marks will be reached.140

Granting that technology pundits make exaggerated claims, but not 

always to the extent that critics allege, prominent Wikipedians tend to be 

more moderate in their claims: in response to the Seigenthaler incident in 

2005 Wales cautioned that while they wanted to rival Britannica in quantity 

and quality, that goal had not yet been achieved and that Wikipedia was 

“a work in progress.”141 The Wikipedia article “What It Is Not” disclaims 

many of the labels commonly attributed to it, including that it is “not an 

anarchy.”142 And of the ten things you might “not know about Wikipedia”:

We do not expect you to trust us. It is in the nature of an ever-changing work like 

Wikipedia that, while some articles are of the highest quality of scholarship, others 

are admittedly complete rubbish. We are fully aware of this. We work hard to keep 

the ratio of the greatest to the worst as high as possible, of course, and to find help-

ful ways to tell you in what state an article currently is. Even at its best, Wikipedia 

is an encyclopedia, with all the limitations that entails. It is not a primary source. 

We ask you not to criticize Wikipedia indiscriminately for its content model but to 

use it with an informed understanding of what it is and what it isn’t. Also, as some 

articles may contain errors, please do not use Wikipedia to make critical decisions.143
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While pundits might seize upon Wikipedia as an example of their argu-

ment of dramatic change, most Wikipedia supporters tend to express more 

surprise than hyped-up assuredness. In response to the Seigenthaler inci-

dent in 2005, the British newspaper the Guardian characterized Wikipedia 

as “one of the wonders of the internet”:

In theory it was a recipe for disaster, but for most of the time it worked remark-

ably well, reflecting the essential goodness of human nature in a supposedly cynical 

world and fulfilling a latent desire for people all over the world to cooperate with 

each other without payment. The wikipedia is now a standard source of reference 

for millions of people including school children doing their homework and post-

graduates doing research. Inevitably, in an experiment on this scale lots of entries 

have turned out to be wrong, mostly without mal-intent. . . . Those who think its 

entries should be taken with a pinch of salt should never forget that there is still 

plenty of gold dust there.144

Economist and author John Quiggin notes: “Still, as Bismarck is supposed 

to have said ‘If you like laws and sausages, you should never watch either 

one being made.’ The process by which Wikipedia entries are produced is, 

in many cases, far from edifying: the marvel, as with democracies and mar-

kets, is that the outcomes are as good as they are.”145 Bill Thompson, BBC 

digital culture critic, wrote “Wikipedia is flawed in the way Ely Cathedral 

is flawed, imperfect in the way a person you love is imperfect, and filled 

with conflict and disagreement in the way a good conference or an effective 

parliament is filled with argument.”146 The same sentiment carried through 

in many of the responses to Jaron Lanier’s “Digital Maoism” article. Yochai 

Benkler replies, “Wikipedia captures the imagination not because it is so 

perfect, but because it is reasonably good in many cases: a proposition that 

would have been thought preposterous a mere half-decade ago.”147 Science 

fiction author and prominent blogger Cory Doctorow writes: “Wikipedia 

isn’t great because it’s like the Britannica. The Britannica is great at being 

authoritative, edited, expensive, and monolithic. Wikipedia is great at 

being free, brawling, universal, and instantaneous.”148 Kevin Kelly, propo-

nent of the hive mind and liquid library, responds that Wikipedia surprises 

us because it takes “us much further than seems possible. . . . because it is 

something that is impossible in theory, and only possible in practice.”149

And Wikipedia defenders are not willing to cede the quality ground 

altogether. On December 14, 2005, the prestigious science journal Nature 

reported the findings of a commissioned study in which subject experts 
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reviewed forty-two articles in Wikipedia and Britannica; it concluded “the 

average science entry in Wikipedia contained around four inaccuracies; Bri-

tannica, about three.”150 Of course, this catered to the interests of Nature 

readers and a topical strength of Wikipedia contributors. Wikipedia may 

not have fared so well using a random sampling of articles or on humanities 

subjects. Three months later, in March 2006, Britannica boldly objected to 

the methodology and conclusions of the Nature study in a press release and 

large ads in the New York Times and the London Times. Interestingly, by this 

time, Wikipedia had already fixed all errors identified in the study—in fact 

they were corrected within three days of learning of the specific errors.151

Yet the critics don’t accept even this more moderated appreciation of 

Wikipedia as being imperfect but surprisingly good. Orlowski writes such 

sentiments are akin to saying: “Yes it’s garbage, but it’s delivered so much 

faster!”152 In a widely read article on Wikipedia for the The New Yorker, Stacy 

Schiff reported Robert McHenry, former editor in chief of the Encyclopædia 

Britannica, as saying “We can get the wrong answer to a question quicker 

than our fathers and mothers could find a pencil.”153 Carr is willing to con-

cede a little more, but on balance still finds Wikipedia lacking:

In theory, Wikipedia is a beautiful thing—it has to be a beautiful thing if the Web is 

leading us to a higher consciousness. In reality, though, Wikipedia isn’t very good 

at all. Certainly, it’s useful—I regularly consult it to get a quick gloss on a subject. 

But at a factual level it’s unreliable, and the writing is often appalling. I wouldn’t 

depend on it as a source, and I certainly wouldn’t recommend it to a student writing 

a research paper.154

Furthermore, whereas Wikipedia supporters see “imperfect” as an oppor-

tunity to continue moving forward, critics view user-generated content 

as positively harmful: that “Misinformation has a negative value,” or that 

“what is free is actually costing us a fortune.”155 (Perhaps this is a classical 

case of perceiving a glass to be either half empty or half full.) Or, much 

like the enormously popular parody of an inspirational poster that declared 

“Every time you masturbate, God kills a kitten,” Keen concludes: “Every 

visit to Wikipedia’s free information hive means one less customer for pro-

fessionally researched and edited encyclopedia such as Britannica.”156 And 

Carr fears that using the Internet to pursue (suspect) knowledge is actually 

“making us stupid.”157

Although technology can inspire, it can cause others to despair. For 

some, like Gorman’s dismissal of the Library of Congress in a briefcase, the 
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technology may inspire nothing but a “back to the future” failure. For oth-

ers, like Keen, the proclaimed implications of the technology are real. Yet, 

whereas Anderson loves Rhapsody, the online music service, Keen has lost 

Tower Records, the defunct brick-and-mortar store. Here we can observe a 

generality of history: change serves some better than others. On this point 

these arguments seem like those of any generational gap, as Gorman points 

out:

Perceived generational differences are another obfuscating factor in this discussion. 

The argument is that scholarship based on individual expertise resulting in authori-

tative statements is somehow passé and that today’s younger people think and act 

differently and prefer collective to individual sources because of their immersion 

in a digital culture. This is both a trivial argument (as if scholarship and truth were 

matters of preference akin to liking the Beatles better than Nelly) and one that is 

demeaning to younger people (as if their minds were hopelessly blurred by their 

interaction with digital resources and entertainments).158

Nonetheless, Gorman manages to sound like an old man shaking his fist 

when he complains that “The fact is that today’s young, as do the young in 

every age, need to learn from those who are older and wiser.”159 Clay Shirky 

summarizes Gorman’s position from the perspective of the new genera-

tion: “according to Gorman, the shift to digital and network reproduction 

of information will fail unless it recapitulates the institutions and habits 

that have grown up around print.”160 Scott McLemee, a columnist at Inside 

Higher Ed, more amusingly notes: “The tone of Gorman’s remedial lecture 

implies that educators now devote the better part of their day to teaching 

students to shove pencils up their nose while Googling for pornography. I 

do not believe this to be the case. (It would be bad, of course, if it were.)”161

Finally, some of this conflict might be characterized as “much ado about 

nothing.” Both Webster’s Third and Wikipedia have attracted a fair amount 

of punditry: reference works are claimed as proxies and hostages in larger 

battles, and I suspect some of the combatants argue for little other than 

their own self-aggrandizement. When reading generational polemics I 

remind myself of Douglas Adams’s humorous observation that everything 

that existed when you were born is considered normal and you should 

try to make a career out of anything before your thirtieth birthday as it is 

thought to be “incredibly exciting and creative.” Of course, anything after 

that is “against the natural order of things and the beginning of the end of 

civilisation as we know it until it’s been around for about ten years when 
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it gradually turns out to be alright really.” Even so, with every generation 

we undergo a new round of “huffing and puffing.”162 This is because “old 

stuff gets broken faster than the new stuff is put in its place,” as Clay Shirky 

notes in a blog entry about the collapse of print journalism. Or, as hypoth-

esized by Steve Weber in his study of open source, the stridency of critics 

arises because it is easier to see “what is going away than what is struggling 

to be born” but that there can be a positive side to “creative destruction” if 

we are sufficiently patient.163

Conclusion

Reference works can prompt and embody currents of social unease. As seen 

in Morton’s history of Webster’s Third, much of the controversy associated 

with its publication was about something other than the merits of that par-

ticular dictionary. I generalize the argument by briefly looking to the past 

for how reference works have been involved in a larger conservative versus 

progressive tension, and by asking how Wikipedia might be entangled in a 

similar debate today.

On this point, the conversation about Wikipedia can be understood 

with respect to a handful of themes. Clearly, the way in which content is 

produced has changed. It is not surprising that people question whether 

this type of collaboration is good, bad, or could be improved upon in any 

case. Furthermore, Wikipedia is an (imperfect) realization of a long-pursued 

vision for a universal encyclopedia. This vision is challenged by critics as 

an unlikely utopia, or a dangerous dystopia. Also, how to make sense of the 

sometimes rancorous character of the discussion? We might understand the 

doggedness of some of the supporters and critics in light of an encyclope-

dic impulse and the longer history of bibliophilic passion. Central to the 

discussion is also a long-debated question about technology and change: 

although technology may inspire some toward a particular end, it might 

also disgust others and effect changes that are not welcome. Ultimately, I 

find a reasoned middle ground to be most compelling. In a keynote speech 

before the Association of Research Libraries, Hunter R. Rawlings III, classics 

scholar and former president of Cornell, noted that we should not confuse 

the useful measures of relevance and popularity in finding information with 

the means to validate it; we must continue to develop means of “critical 

judgment.”164 Wikipedia can serve not only as a reference work, but also, at 

the same time, as a study of how knowledge is constructed and contested.
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The problem with Wikipedia is that it only works in practice. In theory, it can never 

work.

—Zeroeth Law

Everyone who comes across Raul’s laws eventually adds one of their own.

—Ben’s Revolting Realization

At Wikimania 2007, a gathering of Wikimedia contributors in Taipei, one 

of the free gifts received during registration was a spherical puzzle. Like any 

other jigsaw, the pieces must be fit together, but in this case they form a 

globe much like the one seen near the top of every Wikipedia article. The 

Wikipedia logo is that of an incomplete world of characters, each piece rep-

resenting a different language. In discussing Wikipedia’s culture, I use the 

metaphor of a puzzle to explain the ways in which neutral point of view 

and good faith complement each other in the collaborative production of 

an encyclopedia. NPOV makes it possible for the jigsaw shapes to actu-

ally be fitted together, and good faith facilitates the process—sometimes 

frustrating, sometimes fun—of putting them together with one’s peers. In 

accordance with Ben’s Revolting Realization at the head of this chapter, 

this idea—and this book itself I suppose—is my own addendum to the Laws 

of Wikipedia.

But this metaphor of a jigsaw puzzle is even more appropriate when I 

think back to H. G. Wells and his “world brain.” (This occurred to me at 

five a.m. on the last day of Wikimania as I gazed unfocused at the puzzle 

box sitting on the nightstand next to the bed.) Wells and others pursuing 

the vision of a universal encyclopedia had hoped that new technologies, 

be they index cards and microfilm or computer networks, might somehow 
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address the difficult puzzle of the world’s troubles. Even if more recent 

visionaries aren’t quite as utopian—or perhaps naïve—as Wells and Otlet 

were, there is a hopeful and global aspiration nonetheless.1 In fact, the 

motto of Wikimania 2007 was “a Globe in Accord”—and I was struck by 

the sight of multilingual participants wearing “I speak” badges enumerat-

ing the languages in which they could converse and help.

However, just as “neutral” should not be understood as a description of 

the encyclopedia but as an aspiration and intentional stance of its contribu-

tors, one should appreciate ideals of universalism, openness, and good faith 

in a similar light. For example, there are inherent tensions (e.g., “the tyr-

anny of structurelessness”) and practical difficulties (e.g., Wikipedia office 

actions) within an open content community. Similarly, if one were to read 

my focus on good faith (assuming the best of others, striving for patience, 

civility, and humor) as implying that Wikipedia is a harmonious commu-

nity of benevolent saints, one would be wrong.

If forced to simplify the complexities of online community by way of a 

single theory I would resort to Godwin’s Law, first observed on Usenet.2 We 

often see the world in the parochial terms of “us versus them,” and we tend 

to be less favorable in judging others than we judge ourselves—and then 

we are amazingly adept at justifying and rationalizing our own mistakes.3 

Given the lack of social context in online interactions (distant, nearly anon-

ymous, and transitory), it is not surprising that people sometimes end up 

calling each other Nazis. This is why when Wikipedia began to experience 

its first serious growing pains Wales called for a “culture of co-operation” 

unlike the “culture of conflict embodied in Usenet.”4 And although Wiki-

pedia might be “dedicated to a higher good,” I agree with journalist Stacy 

Schiff that “it is also no more immune to human nature than any other 

utopian project. Pettiness, idiocy, and vulgarity are regular features of the 

site. Nothing about high-minded collaboration guarantees accuracy, and 

open editing invites abuse.”5 What Wikipedia’s collaborative culture does, 

what any culture with positive norms like “Don’t Bite the Newcomers” or 

“Assume Good Faith” can do, is dampen Godwin’s Law and call upon “the 

better angels of our nature.”6 Those pursuing the universal encyclopedia 

believe that while our better nature is not always present, it is at least latent. 

For example, in response to social arguments about “survival of the fittest” 

arising from Darwin’s The Origin of Species, Peter Kropotkin, anarchist and 

contributor to the 1911 Encyclopædia Britannica, wrote “Mutual aid is as 
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much a law of animal life as mutual struggle.”7 There are even times when 

we can surprise ourselves, such as when thousands of (previous) strangers 

come together to build a world encyclopedia. As Sanger notes, to build a 

universal encyclopedia one doesn’t need “faith in the possibility of knowl-

edge” but in “human beings being able to work together.”8 The question, 

then, is how is such a thing possible? Or as Peter Kollock wrote about coop-

erative online efforts before Wikipedia: “For a student of social order, what 

needs to be explained is not the amount of conflict but the great amount of 

sharing and cooperation that does occur in online communities.”9

One’s first impulse in answering the question about Wikipedia’s success 

is to focus on technology. Clearly, as is apparent in my history, technology 

has played a significant role in inspiring the vision of a universal ency-

clopedia. And beyond inspiration, networking technology and its related 

collaborative techniques can enable openness and accessibility, furthering 

accountability and the socialization of newcomers. On a wiki, contributors 

can communicate asynchronously and contribute incrementally. Tasks can 

be modularized. Changes are easily reverted. Accessible documentation, 

discussion pages, templates, and automated tools further coordination. 

However, technology, while important, is insufficient. Plenty of projects 

fail despite the wiki pixie dust. This is why the question “How is something 

like Wikipedia possible?” leads me to the question “How can we under-

stand Wikipedia’s collaborative culture?” As noted, Larry Sanger concedes 

that at the start he mistakenly “denied that Wikipedia was a community, 

claiming that it was, instead, only an encyclopedia project.”10 This is a type 

of mistake he thinks others now make with respect to technology:

It is not anything magic about wiki software in particular that makes Wikipedia work 

as well as it does. Wikipedia’s success is more due to the fact that it is strongly col-

laborative than that it is a wiki. Wikis and the Wikipedia model are one way to en-

able strong collaboration, but they are not only one way. I think that the Wikipedia 

community made a mistake when it decided that it’s the wiki part that explained 

Wikipedia’s success.11

Perhaps a lot of the criticism against Wikipedia and “Web 2.0” relates to 

this issue. People seize upon wiki as a buzzword, implying they can magi-

cally transform business, government, or anything really. Observing this 

hyped rendering of technology, some critics ask, but what of individual 

difference and social bonds? Wikipedia supporters argue these things have 

been there all along. This is why a focus on community and culture are 
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necessary to understanding Wikipedia; as Sanger notes, “while collabora-

tive systems should be designed with the needs and values of participants 

in mind, I think that a certain culture or set of values, is necessary in order 

to make collaboration work.”12 My argument is that good faith social norms 

(combined with wiki features) constructively facilitate Wikipedia collabo-

ration. However, more autocratic forms of authority may be necessary to 

defend against those acting in bad faith or when there is no community 

consensus. Hence, egalitarian open content communities are sometimes 

(ironically) led by a “benevolent dictator.” Jimmy Wales serves in this role at 

Wikipedia and has influenced much of its culture. Yet, if such leadership or 

institutional governance persistently fails, the community might then fork.

Even if one accepts my argument about the importance of culture, some 

might argue my portrayal is off the mark. I’ve already qualified my focus 

on good faith as an aspiration and cultural norm rather than a description 

of all Wikipedia practice. (Though the corpus of norms and their imperfect 

implementation is remarkable still.) Yet some readers might claim things 

have changed at Wikipedia: it may have once been an encyclopedia with 

potential, been produced by an open content community, or had a culture 

of good faith, but not now.

Wikipedia’s status as an encyclopedia was debated from the start, even 

by its founders, and continues to be thought suspect by critics, particu-

larly when a new scandal erupts as they seem to do every so often. This 

then prompts much discussion. In fact, the community has discussed every 

conceivable aspect of its identity and work. As I noted at the beginning of 

this book, this conversation is frequently exasperating and often humor-

ous, but we now know it is also rather pragmatic and governed by good 

faith norms. Indeed, Wikipedia is an exemplar of the reflective character 

of open content communities. And just when arguments that Wikipedia 

would never amount to anything ceased, new arguments about its death 

took their place. Based on research showing that Wikipedia contribution 

is slowing, journalist Stephen Foley asks, “is Wikipedia cracking up?”13 In 

2005, law professor Eric Goldman predicted Wikipedia would “fail” in 2010 

(i.e., close access or become spam ridden), repeated the prediction in 2006, 

and in 2009 made the claim at a conference.14 (If you can still edit Wiki-

pedia when you read this book, it is safe to conclude that he was wrong.)

No doubt, the community will change, but change is inevitable—and my 

efforts are necessarily fixed in a particular slice of time. Also, “golden years” 
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tend to be subjective and relative. I began this work in 2004, the same year 

a self-described “old-timer” mentioned he began his wiki career and the 

same year in which another (older old-timer) told me the project began to 

go downhill. (JDG’s First Law notes each “wave or generation” of Wikipedia 

editors corresponds to “the human gestation period,” which means about 

nine months.15) I too have concerns about Wikipedia’s quality, commu-

nity, and culture as it evolves. And just like any community Wikipedia does 

change. It has been relatively successful and has faced extraordinary grow-

ing pains. Almost a century ago the seminal sociologist Max Weber noted 

that organizations often develop toward bureaucratic forms. We shouldn’t 

be surprised that the same has happened to Wikipedia; perhaps those who 

are disenchanted should think of themselves as “wiki entrepreneurs,” pre-

ferring the fast and flexible environment of a small community. And, as 

Weber notes, “When those subject to bureaucratic control seek to escape 

the influence of the existing bureaucratic apparatus, this is normally pos-

sible only by creating an organization of their own which is equally subject 

to bureaucratization.”16 It seems as if Weber was speaking of forking over a 

century ago.

In fact, I considered those who have left Wikipedia to begin anew at 

another wiki as part of its legacy. In the most extreme and unlikely case, 

even if the community disappeared and all that was left was a snapshot 

of its content, Wikipedia still would have been an amazing phenomenon. 

Among all of those individuals throughout history who have pursued the 

vision of a universal encyclopedia, Wikipedians have come closest to real-

izing it. Even the lifeless remains of Wikipedia content would continue to 

be a useful resource. And there would be dozens of projects with former 

Wikipedians still pursuing the vision of accessible knowledge and the joy of 

collaborating in good faith. However, Wikipedia has always been a puzzle. 

Born almost as a happy accident, growing far beyond anyone’s expecta-

tions, and applauded not because it is perfect but because it is confound-

ingly good, I expect Wikipedia will continue to surprise us.
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