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MARSHALL POE

Marshall Poe, a historian who has published numerous books
on Russian and Soviet history and has held fellowships at Har-
vard and Columbia Universities, is currently associate professor
and director of undergraduate studies in the history depart-
ment at the University of lowa. In addition to his work in his-
tory, Poe is also interested in the intersections of technology,
publishing, and memory. As a journalist, Poe worked for the
Atlantic, where he published the following article, “The Hive,”
in September 2006.

“The Hive” tells a number of stories about Wikipedia
(wikipedia.org), the collaboratively written and edited online
encyclopedia, in order to tell a larger story about collaborative
kriowledge in general. Poe details his embarrassing attempt
to add his own biography to the site’s archives, the early role-
playing game and discussion-board lives of the site’s founders,
and the fate of Wikipedia's predecessor. He also documents the
site’s birth pangs, revealing the influences and motivating fac-
tors behind its rapid growth and rapidly growing importance.

“Wikipedia,” Poe claims, “has the potential to be the greatest
effort in collaborative knowledge gathering the world has ever
known, and it may well be the greatest effort in voluntary collaboration of any kind” (p. 349).
The epistemological questions offered by “The Hive” go beyopd merely what people know
to whether collective knowledge is valid, what motivates people to share their knowledge,
and what can be gained from what Poe calls “the wisdom-of-crowds scheme” (p. 353).

Each of you has the opportunity to contribute or edit entries in Wikipedia. But what is
the ultimate value of Wikipedia’s collective knowledge, and what are the keys to Wikipedia’s
success?

TAGS: technology, collaboration, feedback, community, group, diplomacy, education
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Questions for Critical Reading

1. You've probably used Wikipedia at some point. What do you think makes Wikipedia so
successful? Read Poe’s text to locate quotations that demonstrate the key qualities of
Wikipedia's success.

2. in his essay, Poe examines top-down and bottom-up systems. As you read, mark pas-
sages that show the advantages of each system. Is one inherently better than the other?
In what contexts does each work best?

3. Poe spends time discussing the conflict between Cunc and Larry Sanger. Is such con-
flict beneficial or detrimental to the kind of system Wikipedia represents? Locate quota-
tions from Poe's text that support your position.
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The Hive

Several months ago. I discovered that I was being “considered for deletion.” Or rather.
the entry on me in the Internet behemoth that is Wikipedia was.

For those of you who are (as uncharitable Wikipedians sometimes say) “clueless
newbies,” Wikipedia is an online encyclopedia. But it is like no encyclopedia Diderot*
could have imagined. Instead of relying on experts to write articles according to their
expertise. Wikipedia lets anyone write about anything. You, I, and any wired-up fool
can add entries, change entries, even propose that entries be deleted. For reasons ['d
rather not share outside of therapy, I created a one-line biographical entry on “Mar-
shall Poe.” It didn't take long for my tiny article to come to the attention of Wikipedia's
self-appointed guardians. Within a week, a very active—and by most accounts respon-
sible—-Scottish Wikipedian named “Alai” decided that ... well, that I wasn't worth
knowing about. Why? "No real evidence of notability,” Alai cruelly but accurately
wrote, “beyond the proverbial average college professor.”

Wikipedia has the potential to be the greatest effort in collaborative knowledge
gathering the world has ever known, and it may well be the greatest effort in voluntary
collaboration of any kind. The English-language version alone has more than a million
entries. It is consistently ranked among the most visited Web sites in the world. A
quarter century ago it was inconceivable that a legion of unpaid, unorganized ama-
teurs scattered about the globe could create anything of value, let alone what may one
day be the most comprehensive repository of knowledge in human history. Back then
we knew that people do not work for free: or if they do work for free, they do a poor job;
and if they work for free in large numbers, the result is a muddle. Jimmy Wales and
Larry Sanger knew all this when they began an online encyclopedia in 1999, Now, just
seven years later, everyone knows different.

The Moderator

Jimmy Wales does not fit the profile of an Internet revolutionary. He was born in 1966
and raised in modest circumstances in Huntsville, Alabama. Wales majored in finance
at Auburn, and after completing his degree enrolled in a graduate program at the Uni-
versity of Alabama. It was there that he developed a passion for the Internet. His entry
point was typical for the nerdy set of his generation: fantasy games.

In 1974, Gary Gygax and Dave Arneson, two gamers who had obviously read The
Lord of the Rings, invented the tabletop role-playing game Dungeons & Dragons. The
game spread largely through networks of teenage boys, and by 1979, the vear the clas-
sic Dungeon Master’s Guide was published, it seemed that every youth who couldn’t get a
date wasrolling the storied twenty-sided die in a shag-carpeted den. Meanwhile, a more
electronically inclined crowd at the University of Iilinois at Urbana-Champaign was
experimenting with moving fantasy play {from the basement to a computer network.

* Diderot: Denis Diderot (17131784}, French philosopher and chief editor of an innovative encyelopedia
that was famous for representing Enlightenment thought [Ed.).

" More than a million entries: As of 2012, it has nearly 3.9 million articles in English and approximately 19
million articles in 270 other languages [£d.].
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The fruit of their labors was the unfortunately named MUD (Multi-User DL}]’;?,C()!]?. 9; ¥_
lowing masses of players to create virtual f‘amasy worlds, MU Ds‘gam@r@ L‘x a}rge}\zﬁg
ence in the 1980s and 1990s under names like Zork, Mysyt’, 'fmd bcgp?cr of (,?t h, ( e ::
came 1o be known as “Multi-Undergraduate Destroyers™ for their tendency to diver
-ollege students from their studies.) '
wuc\%\?ablt:i;l;;l to play MUDs at Alabama in the late 1980s. ‘lt \{v'as in lhls Lontext tfiaf
he first encountered the power of networked computers to facilitate voluntary coop
eration on a large scale. He did not, however,
set up house in these fantasy worlds, nor did
he show any evidence of wanting to begin a
“areer in high tech. He completed a degree in '
Zir;:i:r;tlﬁg;;n receiveg a master’s in finance at ‘the l.,)‘niversi‘ty qi ‘[}la‘xg)alea; :15}3
then pursued a Ph.D. in finance at Indiana University. He waa lm%rb.h_t,c,f i :\f(kea
seem, in finance. In 1994, he quit his doctoral program and nlOV.Cd Eo um‘;f’.‘,’ ota
job as an options trader. There he made (as he has repeatedly said) ‘enoug . e bl
Wales is of a thoughtful cast of mind. He was a fr.equen‘t cox}lrlbut‘or t(f t e p? .
sophical “discussion lists” (the first popular online d}&iCUSSl(?Il f()fl%%}l?? th:{llf:‘lnel V%i !
in the late '80s as e-mail spread through the humanities. His parmulgr pdstsj;:d s
objectivism, the philosophical system developed by Ayn Ran'di In 19?19 iz 181(1)1&1“’}10 he
Ayn Rand Philosophy Discussion List and served as m()cviercxt.oi——t e per: holr
vites and edits e-mails from subscribers. Though dlscusspn lists Were‘n?t‘flgw mon ﬁ
the technorati in the 1980s, they were unfamiliar territory for most dgiihrer’nmstjo !
the oak-paneled seminar room. everyone had always been Cfxrgful. to c a;l t(ai Smfk
erly—the chairman sat at the head of the table, and é?ieryone spo}\e m tuii 1;) a nd stuck
to the topic. E-mail lists were something altogether different. Unrc(strame. " yk onven-
tion and cloaked by anonymity, participants could behav? very bgdly Wi b ou‘ ;e o
real consequences. The term for such poor comportmen(—flaming—became or
the first bits of net jargon to enter common usage.
Wales had a careful moderation style:

" Wales is of a thoughtful cast of
mind.

’

First, I will frown —very much—on any flaming of any kind V\"h'c.itS()GVfilﬂ o
Second, T impose no restrictions on membership bjdsed on my own ld(d (()11 whdt
objectivism really is. ... Third, I hope that the lxs't will b¢ mor.e" agd) cr;m )
than some of the others, and tend toward discussions of 'techmml fiud(ll s o
epistemology. . . . Fourth, T have chosen a “middle-ground method of modera-
tion, a sort of behind-the-scenes prodding.

Wales was an advocate of what is generically termed "openmfss" onli‘n'c. IAn
“open” online community is one with few restrigtions on meuﬁcrrﬂ)mz .('nilpos:]u%im
evéryone is welcome, and anyone can say anything as long as it ajgcnu a 311 OW?IQS‘S
and doesn’t include gratuitous ad hominem™ attacks. O.pen.ness ht‘ n(?t) ogl y , If), o
idea of objectivism, with its emphasis on reason and re]ecm(n‘l of ‘fox;w,} ‘ 91 %ii):me
mild personality. He doesn't like to fight. He would rather suffer fools in s e,

s . P N T 11 H Y e arg ;[11‘
* Ad hominem: Latin for “to the man” or “to the person.” A personal attack substituting for logical argume
s € e La $

it is considered a fallacy, a form of faulty reasoning [Ed.}.

The Hive

waiting for them to talk themselves out, than confront them. This patience would
serve Wales well in the years to come.

Top-Down and Bottom-Up

In the mid-1990s, the great dream of Internet entrepreneurs was (o create the eniry
point on the Web. “Portals,” as they were called, would provide everything: e-mail,
news, entertainment, and, most important, the tools to help users find what they
wanted on the Web. As Google later showed, if you build the best “linding aid,” you'll
be a dominant player. In 1996, the smart money was on “"Web directories,” man-made
guides to the Internet. Both Netscape and Yahoo relied on Web directories as their pri-
mary finding aids, and their [POs* in the mid-1990s suggested a bright future. In 1996,
Wales and two partners founded a Web directory called Bomis.

Initially, the idea was to build a universal directory, like Yahoo's. The question
was how to build it. At the time, there were two dominant models: top-down and
bottom-up. The former is best exemplified by Yahoo, which began as Jerry's Guide to the
World Wide Web. Jerry —in this case Jerry Yang, Yahoo's cofounder — set up a system
of categories and began to classify Web sites accordingly. Web surfers flocked to the site
because no one could find anything on the Web in the early 1990s. So Yang and his
partner, David Filo, spent a mountain of venture capital to hire a team of surfers to clas-
sify the Web. Yahoo (“Yet Another Hierarchical Officious Oracle”) was born.

Other would-be classifiers approached the problem of Web chaos more democrati-
cally. Beginning from the sound premise that it's good to share, a seventeen-year-old
Oregonian named Sage Weil created the first “Web ring” at about the time Yang and
Filo were assembling their army of paid Web librarians. A Web ring is nothing more
than a set of topically related Web sites that have been linked together for ease of surf-
ing. Rings are easy to find, easy to join, and easy to create; by 1997, they numbered
10,000.

Wales focused on the bottom-up strategy using Web rings, and it worked. Bomis
users built hundreds of rings—on cars, computers, sports, and especially “babes” (e.g.,
the Anna Kournikova Web ring), effectively creating an index of the “laddie” Web. In-
stead of helping all users find all content, Bomis found itself positioned as the Playboy of
the Internet, helping guys find guy stuff. Wales’s experience with Web rings reinforced
the lesson he had learned with MUDs: Given the right technology, large groups of self-
interested individuals will unite to create something they could not produce by them-
selves, be it a sword-and-sorcery world or an index of Web sites on Pamela Anderson. He
saw the power of what we now call * peer-to-peer,” or “distributed,” content production,

Wales was not alone: Rich Skrenta and Bob Truel, two programmers at Sun Micro-
systems, saw it too. In June 1998, along with three partners, they launched GnuHoo. an
all-volunteer alternative to the Yahoo Directery. (GNU, a recursive acronym for “GNUs
Not Unix,” is a free operating system created by the tber-hacker Richard Stallman.)
The project was an immediate success, and it quickly drew the attention of Netscape,

*1POs: Initial public offerings. In an 1PO. & private company becomes a public one by selling shares that are
traded openly on the stock market [Ed.].
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which was eager to find a directory capable of cmnpeling: with Yahoo's i.n’dcx. In N)};
vember 1998, Netscape acquired GnuHoo (then called Newﬂoo), promising to ‘botld
develop it and release it under an “open content” license, whlc‘h meant anyone LQ%()
use it. At the date of Netscape's acquisition, the directory had indexed some 100,000
RLs; a year later, it included about a million. ‘
i)RLs/V";lZ.: Cg:;rl‘;/ bad the open-content movement in mind x\'h'en, in th fall of 11999(i
he began thinking about a "volunteer-built” online encyclop.edxa. Thf xfk*'fi — e(;(p <?red
most prominently in Stallman’s 1999 essay “The 'Free Universal hncyc‘lope 13 .dnt
Learning Resource”—had been around for some um<.3. Wales says‘ he h‘dd1 nz 1reck
knowledge of Stallman’s essay when he embarked on his cx?cyclope‘dla project, uf ?wo
bits of evidence suggest that he was thinking of StaUma‘ns GNU freé documenta‘tmn
license. First, the name Wales adopted for his encyclopedia——Nupe(‘ha.origfistx:f)ll'lg}i;
suggested a Stallman-esque venture. Second. he took the l,rou'ble Ol'le‘asn'lg 1’3. re c‘md
domain name, GNUpedia.org. By January 2000, his encyclopedia project had acquire
{funding from Bomis and hired its first employee: Larry Sanger.

'The Philosopher

Sanger was born in 1968 in Bellevue, Washington, a suburb of Seattle. When hcy waf
seven, his father, a marine biologist, moved the family l‘(? Anck}oragc. Alaska: whel:;
Sanger spent his youth. He excelled in high :s:chool. al‘ld m‘l%() he enrqﬂgd dttR?
College. Reed is the sort of school you attend if you are mtg’lhgent.‘are not mtcfrfig echl(n
investment banking, and wonder a lot about truth. There Sanger found a quesuon{t : at
fired his imagination: What is knowledge? He embarked on 1ha_t most un remu nevrtitwe
of careers, epistemology, and entered a doctoral program in phlloso;’)hy at Ohio bt{x‘tg.

Sanger fits the profile of almost every Internet early fidcjpter: He'd been‘ a gf)o; :,L'u-
dent, played Dungeons & Dragons, and tinkered with E’Ls asa youth——gqmg §0 allj as
to code a text-based adventure game in BASIC, the hrs:t p(?pula.r programnnn)g -dT-
guage. He was drawn into the world of philosophy (liiscussum h"sts and, 1{1 the e;dgy
1990s, was an active participant in Wales's objectivism forum. Sanger also hostu‘ , a
mailing list as part of his own online philosophy project (eyc:ntually I}amed thg Asst)l;
ciation for Systematic Philosophy). The mission and mien of Sanger s list stood in stig
contrast to Wales's Rand forum. Sanger was far more programmatic. As he wrote in
his opening manifesto, dated March 22, 1994:

The history of philosophy is full of disagreement and confusion. One reacti()‘n
by philosophers to this state of things is to doubt whether the ?ruth about ph;-
losophy can ever be known, or whether there is any such thmgras l-he trut 1
about philosophy. But there is another reaction: One may set out to think more
carefully and methodically than one’s intellectual forebears.

Wales's Rand forum was generally serious, but it was alsg a pla.ce for‘ ?hil.()5<).x)l}'{czil_ly
inclined laypeople to shoot the breeze: Wales permitted discussion oi Qb‘jgct,xmflsrp }m
the movies” or “objectivism in Rush lyrics.” Sanger’s list was more dlguplmf:d,)bth't 1}6
soon began to feel it, too, was of limited philosophical worth. He ;‘éﬂgﬂ@d c?fltcr 1;(11 e
more than a year. “I think that my time could really be better spent in the real world,

The Hive

Sanger wrote in his resignation letter, “as opposed to cyberspace, and in thinking o
myself, rather than out loud to a bunch of other people.” Sanger was seriously consider-
ing abandoning his academic career.

As the decade and the century came to a close, another opportunity arose, one
that would let Sanger make a living away from academia, using the acumen he had
developed on the Internet. In 1998, Sanger created a digest of news reports relating
to the "Y2K problem.” Sanger's Review of Y2K News Reports became a staple of IT man-
agers across the globe. It also set him to thinking about how he might make a living in
the new millennium. In January 2000, he sent Wales a business proposal for what was
in essence a cultural news blog. Sanger's timing was excellent.

The Cathedral

Wales was looking for someone with good academic credentials to organize Nupedia,
and Sanger fit the bill. Wales pitched the project to Sanger in terms of Eric S, Raymond's
essay (and later book) *The Cathedral and the Bazaar.” Raymond sketched two models
ol software development. Under the “cathedral model,” source code was guarded by a
core group of developers: under the “bazaar model.” it was released on the Internet for
anyone to tinker with. Raymond argued that the latter model was better, and he cotned
a now-famous hacker aphorism to capture its superiority: “Given enough eyeballs, al]
bugs are shallow.” His point was simply that the speed with which a complex project
Is perfected is directly proportional to the number of informed people working on it.
Wales was enthusiastic about Raymond’s thesis. His experience with MUDs and Web
rings had demonstrated to him the power of the bazaar. Sanger, the philosopher, was
charier about the wisdom-of-crowds scheme but drawn to the idea of creating an open
online encyclopedia that would break all the molds. Sanger signed on and moved to
San Diego.

According to Sanger, Wales was very “hands-off.” He gave Sanger only the loosest
sketch of an open encyclopedia. "Open” meant two things: First, anyone, in principle.
could contribute. Second, all of the content would be made freely available. San ger pro-
ceeded to create, in effect, an online academic journal. There was simply no question in
his mind that Nupedia would be guided by a board of experts, that submissions would
be largely written by experts, and that articles would be published only after extensive
peer review. Sanger set about recruiting academics to work on Nupedia. In early March
2000, he and Wales deemed the project ready to go public. and the Nupedia Web site
was launched with the followin g words:

Suppose scholars the world over were to learn of a serious online encyclopedia
effort in which the results were not proprietary to the encyclopedists, but were

freely distributable under an open content license in virtually any desired me-
dium. How quickly would the encyclopedia grow?

The answer, as Wales and Sanger found out, was “not very.” Over the first several
months little was actually accomplished in terms of article assignment, writing, and
publication. First, there was the competition. Wales and Sanger had the bad luck to
launch Nupedia around the same time as Encyclopaedia Britannica was made available
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for free on the Internet. Then there was the I‘Cé“i] p%‘()b{m?l :‘ pnt);liutczx(;)‘lllld 81?:\,%; :(;;dblie;
Nupedia board had worked out a multistage ed}t’m‘lﬂl sys.tc;il?. ¢ ci {could have heen bor-
rowed from any scholarly journal. In a sense, n‘vx‘forkcc'i.‘ dm%me e e
ticles were submitted and evaluated, and copyg‘%t@g ;/lvczis 4 i)nc. .

Sanger, it was all much too slow. They had built a cathedral.

The Bazaar .
7 h 3 - o 8 M ¥ \I-C« o
I the mid-1980s, a programmer named Ward Cunningham pegm tf"yu‘lﬁ, ‘;)C; mmo;
"l 'mérn language” for software design. A pattern language is ui) es:em;tl&k“ o
‘ : 1 o s 1 T 3 r: vVv;\ .
vl());abulary used in solving engineering problems;—— thmktovihxt) ﬁfd gi V{é ; e
¢ N . , olie hat software development shi ¢ :
signers, Cunningham believed t ) : nent should have
M%' and he proposed to find a way for software developers to crgal% it. o
B, s Hymere irati ard was a very flexible database ap-
) Apple’s Hypercard offered inspiration. Hypercard w | f oble datahass ib-
slication. It allowed users to create records (“cards™), add dcfla ields ;t) ns rl;ld i int
¢ ) g o . - 2] . 2 y
ihem in sets. Cunningham created a Hypercard stai\ck of software ?d ‘t:rit e;med oy
it with colleagues. His stack was well liked but difficult to share, §11}gclt‘l Ok}ﬂ only
" C‘ nningham's computer. In the 1990s, Cunningham found himsell lo . é:, for
o ' i > 5 to fine-tune and accu-
(;?()blcm-solv ing technique that would allow software developers to fine tgrl e and acee:
inul'ue their knowledge collaboratively. A variation on Hypercard seeme
<
yus option. o ’ ek calline i
ous ‘éunningham coded and, in the spring of 1995, lau.nchcwd thc‘ m ;L WHK(,SZ ! -m% N
the "WikiWikiWeb." (Wiki is Hawaiian for “quick.” which (fl}l?ﬂlllg ;x)m th el
(;,;le the ease with which a user could edit the pages.) A wiki is d'Wt‘: k be s
1;111 1ti’p]€‘ asers to create, edit, and hyperlink pages. As gsers work d wx rx ankeep ! éar-
of 'ﬂl changes; users can compare versions as they edit and, if necessary, r
« Dy g '
thing is : everything is transparent.
ier states. Nothing is lost, and everything is t arent. o And
e s;cl:tw:kl quicl%ly gained a devoted following within the bf)itw are C(; ‘nmm;g);‘r;end
there it remained until January 2001, when Sanger had dinner Z\;ll 1dd:;d030ftwam
X i, * e S e : At u 'l[l z .\
Covity itz was a fan of “extreme programming. Sta :
amed Ben Kovitz. Kovitz was a il tan sotuare
13;1 sineering is very methodical —first you plan, then you plan a’n»;i plan cul(:l ?Wiu then
Lf )ﬁ code. The premise is that you must correctly anticipate what the prpgtrc’ n i necd
i(() do/ in (;rder to avoid drastic changes late in the coding process. I.nfcon 1;.;(1;11;\](“‘6 me
H QG 2) &3 ] FY ¢ 7;. ar e
programmers advocate going live with the earliest possible version ol new
¥ € e - N : ) . S
letting many people work simultaneouslly to léll)llfllyciilfll(llb(; 23 bout Nupedia's Tack of
ight, Sanger explained his concerns &

Over tacos that night, Sanger exple . > concern | Mupedias fact o
srogress, the root cause of which was its serial editorial syslti:xnf. Asl[;upc dl\(/iiou(s e
S, ) itori rocess could proceed belore the pre @

red stage of the editorial process could p ey !
structured, no stage of the e es B e e mrs
cted. Kovitz ht up the wiki and sketched ou ys-
ras completed. Kovitz brought up ] red out - magic, the mys
:N»’:'ious’ pﬁwess by which communities with common mtcru)g \jvorlf hto ‘E]}fcmmre y
(a es i)y incremental contributions. If it worked for the rambmmhgus ac c t Thé reo!
p,~§ };"amming Kovitz said, it could work for any enline collaborative froletl l.t e
gou%d break the Nupedia bottleneck by permitting V(ilgmtlefrsl tg x;;f)c)lrrl ;:f; ! 'l,nd oy
y iect. With Kovitz in tow, Sanger rushed back to his apa nt @ :
all over the project. With Kovitzin backtol ru ¢ called
?’3 (;\x to s‘h}t)re Jtht:: idea. Over the next few days he wrote a formal proposal for Wa
&1 )“W - ; i ) + . + . 3 b 1.1 )‘ s, 1
started a page on Cunningham’s wiki called “Wikil edia.

The Hive

Wales and Sanger created the first Nupedia wiki on Janua ry 10, 2001, The initial
purpose was to get the public to add entries that would then be “fed into the Nupedia
process” of authorization, Most of Nupedia’s expert volunteers, however, wanted noth-
ing to do with this, so Sanger decided to launch a separate site called "Wikipedia.”
Neither Sanger nor Wales looked on Wikipedia as anything more than a lark, This
is evident in Sanger’s {lip announcement of Wikipedia to the Nupedia discussion list.
“Humor me.” he wrote. “Go there and add a little article. It will take all of five or tern
minutes.” And, to Sanger’s surprise, go they did. Within a few days, Wikipedia out-
stripped Nupedia in terms of quantity. if not quality, and a small community developed.
In late January, Sanger created a Wikipedia discussion list {Wikipedia-L) to facilitate
discussion of the project. At the end of January, Wikipedia had seventeen “real” articles
{entries with more than 200 characters). By the end of February, it had 150: March,
572; April, 835; May, 1,300; June, 1.700; July. 2,400: August, 3,700. At the end of the
year, the site boasted approximately 15,000 articles and about 350 “Wikipedians.”

Setting the Rules

Wikipedia's growth caught Wales and Sanger off guard. It §
decisions about what Wikipedia would be, how to foster
age it. In the beginning it was by no means clear what
include. People posted all manner of th ings: dictionary
sition papers, historical documents,

orced them to make quick
cooperation, and how to man-
an “open” encyclopedia should
definitions, autobiographies, po-
and original research. In response, Sanger created
a "What Wikipedia Is Not” page. There he and the community defined Wikipedia by ex-
clusion—nota dictionary, not a scientific journal, not a source collection, and so on, For
everything else, they reasoned that if an article could conceivably have gone in Brizan.
nica, it was “encyclopedic” and permitted: ifnot. it was “not encyclopedic” and deleted,

Sanger and Wales knew that online collaborative ventures can easily slide into a
morass of unproductive invective. They had already worked out a solution for Nupedia,
called the “lack of bias” policy. On Wikipedia it became NPOV, or the “neutral point of
view,” and it brilliantly encouraged the work of the communit y. Under NPOV. authors
were enjoined to present the conventionally acknowledged “facts™ in an unbiased way.
and, where arguments occurred, to accord space to both sides. The concept of neutral-
ity, though philosophically unsatistying, had a kind of everybody-lay-down-your-arms
ring to it. Debates about what to include in the article were encouraged on the “discus-
sion” page that attends every Wikipedia article.

The mostimportant initial question, however, concerned governance. When Wikipe-
dia was created, wikis were synonymous with creative anarchy. Both Wales and Sanger
thought that the software might be useful, but that it was no way to build a trusted ency-
clopedia. Some sort of authority was assumed to be essential. Wa les's part in it was clear:
He owned Wikipedia. Sanger's role was murkier.

Citing the communal nature of the project. Sanger refused the title of “editor in
chief” a position he held at Nupedia, opting instead to be “chief organizer.” He gov-
erned the day-to-day operations of the project in close consultation with the “commu-
nity,” the roughly two dozen committed Wikipedians (most of them Nupedia converts)
who were really designing the software and adding content to the site. Tl

hough the
division of powers between Sanger and the

community remained to be worked
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& i p ¢ . D . ( e < ow y t no
t 1 O [ 4 s€ \/V ipe NOU d l V
out, an imp rtant ']()( ()d(““‘ Il l({ h(‘()ll ) ll\ ‘(lhl WL !l lave dn ney l)“ 4t

leader.

The Cunctator

By October 2001, th :
There were a lot of new voices,
for “procrastinator” or "dcla.yer.
of anarchy (no hierarchy within t
tions on contributions). Sanger was not

e naumber of Wikipedians was growing by about hiltyt a jl:;)::in
: ‘ e m as “The Cunctator” (L
among them a user known as A U
'(’) “Cjnc." as he was called, advocatgd a C()Inblljldt.l;)'ll
. he project) and radical openness (i?w or no l.m‘ru a‘—
favorably disposed to either of these (li)osnfns,
ir hi ition. Cunc offered such an
‘hough he had not had much of a chance to air his ‘opp‘osnmn.‘ Lu?;j %f::t red such ar
S’El’zzitunity by launching a prolonged “edit w*;u* ;/lvlth ‘oanf;ee:iér}i 1(1) thervs‘ ober of thi
V i X re parties cyclically cancel ¢« !
an edit war, two or more par yclically el L o ther
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to preserve my time and sanity, [ have to act like an aulocrat. In a way, [ am
being trained to act like an autocrat. It’s rather clever in a way —if you think
college-level stunts are clever, Frankly, it’s hurting the project, ZUYS—s50 stop
it, already. Just write articles— please!

The blowup disturbed Wales to 1o end. As a list moderator, he had tried hard
to keep his discussants out of flame wars. He weighed in with an unusually forcefu]
posting that warned against a “culture of conflict.” Wikipedia, he implied. was about
building an encyclopedia, not about debating how to build or govern an encyclopedia.
Echoing Sanger, he argued that the primary duty of community members was to con-
tribute —by writing code, adding content, and editing. Enough talk, he seemed to be
saying: We know what to do. now let's get to work. Yet he also seemed to take a quiet
stand against Sanger’s positions on openness and on his own authority:

Just speaking off the top of my head, I think that total deletions seldom make
sense. They should be reserved primarily for pages that are just completely
mistaken (typos, unlikely misspellings), or for pages that are nothing more
than insults.

Wales also made a strong case that anyone deleting pages should record his or her
identity, explain his or her reasons, and archive the entire affair,

Within several weeks, Sanger and Cunc were at each other's throats again. San ger
had proposed creating a “Wikipedia Militia” that would deal with issues arising from
sudden massive influxes of new visitors, It was hardly a bad idea: Such surges did
occur (theyre commonly called “slash-dottings”). But Cune saw in Sanger’s reason-
able proposition a very slippery slope toward “central authority.” “You start deputizing
groups of people to do necessary and difficult tasks.” he wrote, “fast-forward two/three
years, and you have pernicious cabals.”

Given the structure of Wikipedia there was little Sanger could do to defend him-
self. The principles of the project denied him real punitive authority: He couldn't ban
“trolls” —users like Cunc who baited others for sport—and deleting posts was evi-
dence of tyranny in the eyes of Sanger’s detractors. A defensive strategy wouldn't work
either, as the skilled moderator’s tactic for fighting bad behavior—ignoring it — was
blunted by the wiki. On e-mail lists, unanswered inflammatory posts quickly vanish
under layers of new discussion; on a wiki, they remain visible to all, often near the tops
of pages. Sanger was trapped by his own creation.

The “God-King”

Wales saw that Sanger was having trouble managing the project. Indeed, he seems to
have sensed that Wikipedia really needed no manager. In mid-December 2001, citing
financial shortfalls, he told Sanger that Bomis would be cutting its staff and that he
should look for a new job. To that point, Wales and his partners had supported both Nu-
pedia and Wikipedia. But with Bomis suffering in the Internet bust. there was financial
pressure. Early on, Wales had said that advertising was a possibility, but the commu-
nity was now set against any commercialization. In January 2002, Sanger loaded up
his possessions and returned to Ohio.
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What Is Wikipedia?

The Internet did not create the desire to collect human knowledge. For most of history,
however, standardizing and gatherin g knowledge was hard to do very effectively. The
main problem was rampant equivocation. Can we all agree on what an apple is exactly.
or the shades of the color green? Not easily. The wiki offered a way for people to actually
decide in common. On Wikipedia, an apple is what the contributors say it is right now.
You can try to change the definition by throwing in your own two cents, but the com-
munity —the voices actually negotiating and renegotiating the definition — decides in
the end. Wikipedia grew out of a natural impulse (communication) facilitated by anew
technology (the wiki).

The power of the community to decide, of course, asks us to reexamine what
we mean when we say that something is “true.” We tend to think of truth as some-
thing that resides in the world. The fact that two plus two equals four is written in the
stars—we merely discovered it. But W ikipedia suggests a different theory of truth. Just
think about the way we learn what words
mean. Generally speaking, we do so by lis- The Internet did not create
tening to other people (our parents. first). the desire to collect human
Since we want to communicate with them . knowledge.

(after all, they feed us), we use the words in

the same way they do. Wikipedia says judgments of truth and falsehood work the same
way. The community decides that two plus two equals four the same way it decides
what an apple is: by consensus. Yes. that means that if the community changes its
mind and decides that two plus two equals five, then two plus two does equal five, The
community isn't likely to do such an absurd or useless thing, but it has the ability.

Early detractors commonly made two criticisms of Wikipedia. First, unless ex perts
were writing and vetting the material, the articles were inevitably going to be inaccu-
rate. Second, since anyone could edit, vandals would have their way with even the best
articles, making them suspect. No encyclopedia produced in this way could be trusted.
Last year, however, a study in the journal Nature compared Britannica and Wikipe-
dia science articles and suggested that the former are usually only marginally more
accurate than the latter. Britannica demonstrated that Nature's analysis was seriously
flawed (“Fatally Flawed" was the fair title of the response), and no one has produced a
more authoritative study of W ikipedia's accuracy. Yet it is a widely accepted view that
Wikipedia is comparable to Britannica. Vandalism also has proved much less of an issue
than originally feared. A study by IBM suggests that although vandalism does occur
{particularly on high-profile entries like * seorge W. Bush”), watchful members of the
huge Wikipedia community usually swoop down to stop the malfeasance shortly alter
it begins.

There are, of course, exceptions, as in the case of the journalist John Seigenthaler,
whose Wikipedia biography long contained a libel about his supposed complicity in the
assassinations of John F. and Robert Kennedy. But even this example shows that the
system is, if not perfect, at least responsive. When Seigenthaler became aware of
the error, he contacted Wikipedia. The community (led in this instance by Wales)
purged the entry of erroneous material, expanded it, and began to monitor it closely.






