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Foreword by Jimmy Wales







Imagine a world in which every single person is given free access to the sum of all human knowledge. That’s what we’re doing.


By now, it’s hard to use the Internet without experiencing Wikipedia in searches and surfing. It has become an incredibly useful Internet resource in many languages. Yet when you use Wikipedia, you may not understand the philosophy behind it.


What is Wikipedia? Wikipedia is a freely licensed encyclopedia written by volunteers in many languages. That it is freely licensed is one of the most important things.


What do I mean by free? I mean free as in speech, not free as in beer. It means we give people four freedoms. You get the freedom to copy our work. You can modify it. You can redistribute it. And you can redistribute modified versions.


And you can do all of these things commercially or noncommercially. When we talk about Wikipedia being a free encyclopedia, what we’re really talking about is not the price that it takes to access it, but rather the freedom that you have to take it and adapt it and use it however you like.


And that’s really core to our mission, and it’s really core to the vision of Wikipedia that gets people to work so hard on it.


How big is Wikipedia? It’s now extremely big. It has well over a billion words, making it several times larger than Britannica and Encarta combined.


How big is Wikipedia globally? We’ve got more than 2.5 million articles in English, but English is less than one-third of our total work. We’re truly a global project, in many languages. We have more than 800,000 articles in German, and more than 500,000 in each of the French, Polish, and Japanese editions. In total, there are twenty-five language editions that have at least 100,000 articles.


We have 10 million articles across some 200 languages. We have more than 70 language versions of Wikipedia that have at least 10,000 articles, and more than 150 have at least 1,000 articles. So a thousand articles is not really an encyclopedia—that’s just a beginning.


That number is significant, because once we have a thousand articles, we know there’s a community there. There are likely five or six people, and they’re getting started, they’re starting to build, there are regulars there, and that’s when it really starts to move.


How popular is Wikipedia? Wikipedia has become a real Internet phenomenon, in the last couple of years in particular. It is now, according to all Internet metrics, a top ten global Web site. And we now have a broader reach, for example, than the New York Times.


By reach, I mean the number of unique IP numbers that we see in a given day. We see more people, or more people see us, than the New York Times; we see more people than the LA Times, the Wall Street Journal, MSNBC.com, and the Chicago Tribune. The really cool thing is, we see more unique visitors in a day than all of these sites combined.


What is the amazing technology behind Wikipedia? The technology required for Wikipedia is essentially rather simple. You need a database, you need a Web server, you need a Web browser, and you need the wiki editing concept. While the wiki concept was invented in 1995 by Ward Cunningham, Wikipedia didn’t start until 2001. So all of the technology, including the idea of a wiki, which is a Web site that anyone can edit, has existed since 1995. Why then, if Wikipedia is a technological innovation, wasn’t it developed earlier?


The answer is, Wikipedia isn’t a technological innovation at all; it’s a social innovation. What we figured out between 1995 and 2001 was not new technology. We had the Web already, but we discovered the basic idea of how to organize a community.


What are the social norms, values, practices that you need within a community? One of the core features that really makes Wikipedia work is the free licensing. This is really empowering to all of the people working on the site.


When you visit most Web sites, if you read the terms and conditions, you’ll see that they’re really abusive. They basically say, anything you enter on the Web site belongs to us. Sorry. And people have put up with that for a long time, but it does discourage people from feeling really empowered to take control of the site and really care for it. However, under free licensing they realize that if the organization running a site, if the company running this, does a botched job, the community can all leave. They can take the content and go. It really does belong to the community. And if you’re going to spend hours and hours and hours contributing knowledge to the world, I think it’s really important to have that feeling that it will always be available.


Lots of things come and go in the world, but as long as you put it out there under free license, and you’ve collaborated with other people, you know it will always be there as a base for someone to move forward on. That’s really important.


Within Wikipedia’s community, we’re actually talking about very old-fashioned types of references. Good writing. Neutrality. Reliable sources. Verifiability. We’re talking about people’s behavior in the community. We’re not talking about some kind of magic process. Quality matters, and a thoughtful community has emerged around that ideal.


I have a philosophy about the design of social software. Imagine that you’re going to design a restaurant. Just think about the problem of design for a restaurant. In this restaurant we’re going to be serving steak. Since we’re going to be serving steak, we’re going to have steak knives. And since we’re going to have steak knives, people might stab each other. So how do we solve this problem? What we could do is build cages and keep everybody in cages to make sure no one stabs anyone.


Well, this makes for a bad society. We reject this kind of thinking in restaurant design, and yet this is the predominant paradigm for social software design. Traditionally when we sit down to design a Web site, we think of all of the bad things people might do, and make sure that we have controls and permissions, everything to prevent people from doing the bad things.


This has two effects. While you do prevent people from doing bad things, there are often very obvious and direct side effects that prevent them from doing good things. If I look at a Web page and see a small spelling error, but I don’t have permission to edit that page, I can’t fix it. That’s the first order of fact, that by having complex permission models, you make it very hard for people to spontaneously do good.


But the second effect has to do with how human interactions are organized. How do people trust each other? How do people feel about society? Many, many people report that when they’ve been involved in some kind of online mailing list or other things like that, gee, it’s so hostile. There are so many hostile communities on the Internet. One of the reasons is because this philosophy of trying to make sure that no one can hurt anyone else actually eliminates all the opportunities for trust.


These considerations bring us into the nitty-gritty of how the software actually works. All the good intentions in the world, saying “Oh, we love everybody,” don’t get you very far if you don’t really have the software tools to make it work.


So the most important thing about the process is to understand that all of the rules are social. The software does not determine the rules of Wikipedia. Almost everything is completely open-ended in terms of what the software does. There’s very, very little in the software that serves as rule enforcement. It’s all about dialogue, it’s all about conversation, it’s all about humans making decisions. So that’s extremely important.


Let’s take these ideals of Wikipedia and bring them out to lots and lots of people in lots and lots of areas far beyond simply encyclopedias. I think the genuine communities, like Wikipedia, will be built on love and respect. But it’s really important, because of all the things I’ve been saying, to remember that Wikipedia is not about technology, it’s about people. It’s about leaving things open-ended, it’s about trusting people, it’s about encouraging people to do good. These communities, I believe, are going to be the norm on the Internet.


People have seen that some of the old models are really unhealthy. Wikipedia shows us a really powerful means to move forward to empower lots of people to do good work, cooperatively.


This book describes the story of how Wikipedia started and evolved along this path, from my company starting a traditional encyclopedia, to how this intricate community emerged and works today.















Chapter 1_ 



THE WIKI PHENOMENON




“Imagine a world in which every single person on the
 planet is given free access to the sum of all human
 knowledge. That’s what we’re doing.”


—Jimmy Wales










In August 2005, at a modest youth hostel in Frankfurt, Germany, hundreds of writers, students, computer hackers, and ordinary Internet users from around the world gathered on the grounds of Haus der Jugend on the bank of the River Main. Few had ever met in person, and most didn’t even know one another’s real name. What they did know was that they had collaborated with one another over the Internet, across different time zones and continents, toward the same goal: creating an encyclopedia. They knew one another mostly by their cryptic Internet personas—Anthere, Cimon Avaro on a Pogostick, Eclecticology—usernames that projected a quirkier side to an online community that focused on a rather academic task.


There was a curious diversity—they came from different locations, age groups, and educational backgrounds—but they all referred to themselves with the same label: Wikipedians. They were there face-to-face for the first-ever Wikimania conference, bound by a common passion to give away their labor, knowledge, and know-how.


In the hostel’s courtyard, over cold beer and cold cuts, they swapped passionate stories. Each person inevitably followed “Hello” with a description of the eureka moment when that person stumbled upon Wikipedia and became an addict. Before long, laptops filled up the outdoor patio as users enthusiastically shared their favorite articles and obsessions. Previously used to editing alone in their homes, Wikipedians found themselves next to others who had the same strange obsessions.


Suddenly talking about digging through stacks of books to confirm one fact, checking grammar for five hours straight, or creating thousands of maps by hand didn’t seem so dysfunctional. One user showed how he prevented vandalism to Wikipedia with software he had written, while another demonstrated how he translated articles from Spanish into Portuguese. Into the night, users rearranged plastic chairs and outdoor furniture to cluster around laptops, using the wireless Internet as an umbilical cord to attach to the Wikipedia mother ship, editing, sifting, and adding to the site. Only the hostel’s curfew kept them from staying up until sunrise. And oddly enough, this all happened ad hoc, in the days before the conference even formally started.


When it came time for the keynote address, hundreds of Wikipedians and attendees clustered into the modest assembly hall, a space more accustomed to holding amateur youth camp performances than hosting Internet luminaries.


A tall and portly gentleman emerged onstage with the trusty hacker look—gray beard, button-down shirt, round stomach, and tan Birkenstocks. Most barely knew who he was, but without Ward Cunningham they wouldn’t have ever found one another. He was the creator of the wiki concept, the radical idea of allowing anyone to openly edit any page of a Web site.


The audience hushed up to hear him speak. But he didn’t want the attention. Instead of starting his talk, he turned the spotlight on the crowd of Wikipedians in front of him.


“I know that it’s really you guys that made this thing noteworthy…. Right now I would just like to applaud you. Would you join me in saying thanks to all of you, please? You guys are great.”


The Wikipedians grinned and started raucous clapping, looking around at their peers representing fifty-two different countries, basking in the moment. For the first time in Wikipedia’s four-year history, the people who created it were able to celebrate their achievement in the same room. By that time in 2005, they had built one of the top fifty Web sites in the world, purely by volunteer effort. (By the end of the year, it would be in the top thirty, and the next year in the top ten.) In the process they had completely revolutionized the notion of what an encyclopedia should be and how it should be created.


In the audience were the folks who built Wikipedia from nothing. There was Florence Devouard, a French housewife with a master’s degree in agronomy who spent most of her time taking care of her two children. As a volunteer and recently elected board member for the foundation overseeing Wikipedia, she was one of the early core users who discovered the Web site in 2001. Danny Wool was also an early editor, a former yeshiva student in Israel, turned atheist, who wound up working in publishing, even editing encyclopedias as part of his career. He quickly became known in the Wikipedia community for his omnibus knowledge and photographic memory, a walking institutional memory bank. Then there was Erik Moeller, a German user with the trademark ponytail of a computer hacker and a singular focus on pushing Wikipedians to start bigger and more ambitious projects.


They worked across continents, time zones, languages, and cultures to cooperate online, bound together by a passion for volunteering time, energy, and knowledge. They put together the sum of all human knowledge so others could have it for free—both as in freedom, and as in cost.


History


In less than a decade, Wikipedia has singlehandedly invigorated and disrupted the world of encyclopedias, eclipsing nearly every established tome in every language in the world.


It has become so popular that people casually stumble across its content every day on the Internet, and it is increasingly referred to in books, legal affairs, and pop culture. Yet only a fraction of the public who use Wikipedia realize it is entirely created by legions of unpaid, and often unidentified, volunteers. Every article in Wikipedia has an “edit this page” button, allowing anyone, even anonymous passersby, to edit the contents of any entry.


Unlike most sites on the Internet that solicit “user-generated content,” no registration, no email, no identification is needed before someone can change a Wikipedia page. It would seem self-evident that this “open editing” model would lead to uncontrollable chaos and absolute disaster, yet completely counter to intuition, it has produced the opposite—a highly popular, and highly regarded, online reference.


Since 2001, a faceless band of volunteers has self-organized to create an online community working successfully beyond anyone’s imagination. Even Cunningham, the creator of wikis, says Wikipedia took the idea further than he could have ever imagined.


The result is that Wikipedia has become the first destination of choice for many and now serves as an integral part of the Internet’s fabric of knowledge.


Wikipedia, “the encyclopedia that anyone can edit,” is firmly in the ranks of the top ten Web sites in the world,1 sharing that rarefied air with the dot-com industry elite. No other reference site comes close in terms of traffic or popularity, and very few for-profit sites rack up the same staggering traffic numbers as the nonprofit Wikipedia.


The only “Web properties” that consistently rank above it—Google, Yahoo, and Microsoft—are all multibillion-dollar enterprises with tens of thousands of employees each. Wikipedia had a U.S. dollar operating budget in 2006 of less than $500,000, with fewer than a dozen paid employees.


[image: image]


Wikipedia’s Massive Growth
 Alexa Daily Traffic Rank Trend (2006 Alexa data)


Wikipedia became an instant phenomenon because of both supply and demand. In an information age, with a sprawling labyrinth of information sources, balanced and reliable content is a rare commodity, in high demand. The Internet has a deep supply of volunteers willing to share a deep pool of knowledge, but they are widely dispersed geographically and logistically. Provide an online agora for these two elements to come together, and you have Wikipedia.


The success of Wikipedia is based on simple principles that appear as a radically new phenomenon but in fact extend the long tradition of a “hacker ethos” to a whole new generation of Internet users. Wikipedia built on this hacker culture to establish its principles of making an encyclopedia that is free, open, neutral, timely, and social.


The tech elite who first developed the Internet believed strongly in the freedom of cyberspace, in both aspects of “free”—free as in beer, and free as in freedom. Wikipedia continues that tradition by being disseminated widely and linked to extensively on the Internet. Its direct rivals in the English language, Encyclopedia Britannica and Microsoft’s Encarta, started as paid services requiring a log-in and password to access their pages. As a result, they are available only to an elite set of users, and have seen their influence and relevance drop over the years with Wikipedia in the same space. In contrast, no one entity owns a restrictive copyright to Wikipedia’s content. Companies and individuals alike are free to copy all of its articles and create derivative works, create new uses, and make money. That’s because content in Wikipedia is covered by a “copyleft” license, first pioneered by the “free software” movement, that demands that the information stay free for copying and modification.


Being “free” has unexpected advantages. Wikipedia has evolved from being simply a no-cost alternative into being a superior resource in its own right. Over the years, it has become deeper, broader, and more up-to-date than its traditional rivals. Because of its mission to stay free, it encourages participation—volunteers choose to donate their time and effort without feeling they are making a particular corporation or individual rich. This positive feedback loop has been a large reason for Wikipedia’s rapid growth in such a short time.


The Wikipedia project is radically different from other writing methods because it is open. It strives for transparency, to allow inspection for everything within the community. Each article has a complete chronological log of every change ever made, back to its point of creation. The actions of each user (anonymous ones too) are meticulously recorded and tracked in the system and can be observed by anyone else. This feature of “inspectability” is borrowed from the computer programming field, where revisions and decisions are tracked carefully for technical quality.


Openness is also a part of the hacker ethos as a way to inspect others’ work, to praise, to learn, to challenge, and to cooperate. It has typically been used by engineers to cobble together electronic parts or share computer programming tips with one another. But the application of this principle to creating content and sharing knowledge through Wikipedia is unprecedented in its scale.


Wikipedia can allow anyone to edit because any action can be easily undone by anyone else in the community. Only in the digital realm is it easier to repair things than to do harm. If Alice incorrectly changes a date, Bob can notice this and change it back with the click of a button. If a vandal attempts to insert incorrect information en masse, other users can thwart it easily and quickly. This crucial asymmetry tips the balance in favor of productive and cooperative members of the community, allowing quality content to prevail.


Most important, the only way to assemble the “sum of all human knowledge,” as a collaborative endeavor from many individuals, was to have neutrality as the core editorial policy. Wikipedia founder Jimmy Wales refers to having a “neutral point of view” (NPOV) as the community’s only “nonnegotiable” policy, which “attempts to present ideas and facts in such a fashion that both supporters and opponents can agree.”


If people on the Internet were to collaborate to create a global distillation of knowledge, there had to be something to bind together their work from very different viewpoints and backgrounds. The founders of Wikipedia had an impetus to be “co-labor instead of anti-labor,” to prevent separate agendas splitting the site into polarized factions.


Therefore, it was decided early on that there could be only one version of each article presented at any single time. Participants had to work toward a single common article entry. Differing parallel versions of an article on [[Islam]]* would serve no one well—it would simply be too easy for factions to go off in their own biased corners. The earliest editor and leader of Wikipedia, Larry Sanger, wisely enforced an NPOV policy, funneling people into the same virtual room to achieve consensus.


Wales acknowledged the impossibility of being truly neutral or objective, but he contended, “One of the great things about NPOV is that it is a term of art, and a community fills it with meaning over time.”2 While it may be impossible to achieve true neutrality, the policy has worked remarkably well. The community has rallied around the idealistic vision of coming up with a single unified treatment of any given topic.


Because it has found a way to be “co-labor,” the community has been able to work together around the clock faster than any twenty-four-hour newsroom. Wikipedia wouldn’t be as popular today without being timely and cataloging events as quickly as the news happens. In this way, it breaks out of the traditional role of an encyclopedia as a belated summary of history. Instead, it works at the speed of news. As fast as the news happens, like worker bees in a honeycomb, Wikipedians file, edit, and organize up-to-the-second dispatches into the Web site’s articles. Whether it was the [[2004 Indian Ocean earthquake]] and resulting tsunami or the [[7 July 2005 London bombings]], Wikipedians were updating articles every few seconds to reflect the latest breaking information. This function as a running log of history is quite unprecedented and uniquely fills a traditional “knowledge gap” created by the lag time between the publication of a newspaper and a history book.


In the English Wikipedia, where activity is nonstop, articles have become an instant snapshot of the state of the world, serving as a continuous working draft of history.


 


Given all the furious activity it takes to update the site, outsiders are fascinated as to why Wikipedians do what they do. Why would thousands of people flock to Wikipedia to contribute their time and energy for free?


For many, there is the thrill of contributing something that thousands—if not millions—of other people will read, or the satisfaction of helping further the recording of human knowledge. But Wikipedia survives and retains its passionate community also because it is social. You never know whom you will meet, strike up a conversation with, and as a consequence, learn from. Every Wikipedia article has an associated discussion page, to encourage debate and the exchange of ideas with others in the community. Imagine taking an online bulletin board, disassembling it, and spreading it across all the millions of topics and subjects known to mankind, each one with its own discussion group. Conversation among users happens continually when they edit an article, which can serendipitously launch interest in new articles and discussions. It’s this strong community of users, all working toward the same goal but in their domains of interest, that spawns new, passionate Wikipedians.


As with most Internet communities, Wikipedia had a dominant set of tech-savvy users at its core in the early days. But as it grew in size and importance, the throng of dedicated users grew to include more and more non-technical types—students, academics, lawyers, and artists. Those who were passionate about donating their labor to the project online found that they wanted to meet in real life. Wikipedia was a virtual product in cyberspace, but it was having implications in physical “meetspace.”


This spawned real-life get-togethers. Meet-ups were planned, and starting in 2004, Jimmy Wales, like a prophet visiting his flock, went out to meet as many of the Wikipedians as he could. This fellow from a modest background in Alabama, who had never traveled outside the United States, was seeing the world, with passionate crowds to greet him, first in Europe and North America, then in East Asia and Africa. It was clear Wikipedia wasn’t a fad. It was a global phenomenon.


 


It all culminated in 2005 at the Frankfurt youth hostel. It was a last-minute affair, typical of how things got done in wiki culture. Following one of the core Wikipedia mantras—“Be bold!”—a group of German Wikipedians decided to organize a conference for editors from all over the world. In a matter of months, what was chatter in a bar became Wikimania, a conference done on a shoestring budget. What could be more wiki than sharing sleeping accommodations with strangers at a youth hostel? But it wasn’t just Wikipedians who came to this ad hoc, volunteer-organized summit. Corporations sent employees to see how Wikipedia operated. Internet pioneers came to observe what was happening. Mitch Kapor, founder of Lotus Development Corporation, made the trip on his own time. He had to come see in person what he considered the most exciting project on the Internet.


Press from all around Europe came to interview the minions who participated in the event. Inspired by the Wikipedia model, veteran journalist Danny Schechter showed up with a camera crew to make a Wikimentary about the community—a short video documentary that would be put on the Internet for anyone to alter and edit.


Wikipedia made a major impact that year on the Internet and the media, and accelerated its growth globally. It earned the prestigious Webby and Prix Ars Electronica Awards, and Wales was named one of Time magazine’s 100 most influential people in 2006.


But as the new elite digerati basked in the Wikipedia phenomenon, the project was not without its skeptics. With an eclectic and mercurial throng of volunteers, Wikipedia has faced its share of crises that come with being big on the radar screen.


In February 2002, just one year after its launch, Wikipedia was rising quickly, but it was still officially an experimental project of the for-profit company Bomis.com. When then-CEO Jimmy Wales mused on the Wikipedia email list whether to put advertisements on Wikipedia’s pages to generate revenue, it hit the community like a shock wave.


Influential members of the Spanish Wikipedia were so outraged by even a remote possibility of profiting from volunteer work that within days, they broke off into their own faction. So in 2002, very early in the Web site’s history, Spanish Wikipedians copied the entire contents of Spanish Wikipedia onto their own Internet server and asked community members to abandon Wikipedia in favor of this new alternative project, Enciclopedia Libre. It was a jarring setback and a stark lesson about the passionate community Wales had assembled. Despite pleas from Wales, Sanger, and others that advertising was only an idea for discussion, and not in the works, the damage had been done. Most of the Spanish volunteers had left. It would take years for Wikipedia’s Spanish-language edition to recover from what is now known as the “Spanish Fork.” Some good did result from the episode. It convinced Wales and his partners that they had to spin off Wikipedia into a nonprofit entity to convince the community never to doubt its intentions.


Small internal crises were not uncommon. That was to be expected of such a diverse band of global volunteers. Disputes were largely confined within the small Wikipedia community, but with the site’s openness, rising popularity, and widespread use, external public relations crises were looming.


The explosion happened in 2005, when veteran journalist John Seigenthaler wrote an op-ed piece in the most popular American newspaper (by circulation), USA Today, titled “A False Wikipedia ‘Biography.’” The column started out with a punch to the virtual gut of Wikipedians: Someone had edited Seigenthaler’s Wikipedia biography, falsely implicating him in the assassinations of John F. Kennedy and Robert Kennedy.


Seigenthaler thoroughly upbraided Wikipedia and what it stood for, as he described his futile attempt to track down the anonymous contributor who had put in the libelous prank statement. He bemoaned the helplessness he felt as the subject of a Wikipedia article that failed to go through the rigorous editorial process he expected as a journalist.


Wikipedia’s honeymoon was over. The embarrassment created a cascade of criticism by the traditional media, and many rounds of self-examination within the community. Wikipedia was no longer just a curious side project and a darling of the tech elite. It was in the big leagues now. People depended on it every day. One very wrong entry could overshadow thousands of great ones, and it affected people’s reputations and livelihoods.


And because it has become so influential and powerful, Wikipedia has become a target itself.


The authorities in the People’s Republic of China have blocked access to it for Internet users inside the country, ostensibly because the grassroots volunteer community and its content are too unpredictable for a government wanting to maintain control.


Nearly every Internet-enabled student depends on Wikipedia these days, to the dismay of many educators. Venerable study aids like CliffsNotes summaries look like creaky wooden carts next to the supersonic jetliner that is Wikipedia. But Wikipedia’s radical working model and uneven quality have resulted in it being “banned” for use in citations by a number of colleges and universities, and there is continual academic debate about the scholarly value of an encyclopedia put together by ordinary, uncredentialed common folk.


There are still enormous questions about the reliability of Wikipedia, though empirical use by millions of people suggests that the site is consistently helpful and, more often than not, accurate. But what about those articles that aren’t? How can they be identified? If Wikipedia is a minefield of inaccuracies, should one even be tiptoeing through this information garden?


 


On balance, it’s hard to argue that Wikipedia has been anything but a spectacular success, if only from the volume of visitors who keep returning and the growth of editions in more than fifty major languages. It’s easy to concentrate solely on the English-language version—it’s by far the largest and most high-profile. But in other languages, Wikipedia’s dominance is even more pronounced. In Germany and the Netherlands, the native-language versions of Wikipedia are ranked higher than any domestic news organization’s Web site.3 For many other cultures, in which there are no strong commercial incentives to create an encyclopedia, Wikipedia is the only comprehensive encyclopedia available at all. Therefore, the impact of Wikipedia has been more revolutionary and crucial for those cultures in the “long tail” of the language list.


Wikipedia has likely been introduced to millions simply because they use Google and other search engines. Do a random Internet search, and it’s hard not to find a Wikipedia entry in the top five results. The clear, clinical style of its articles on matters whimsical or serious makes it an instant favorite for many Internet users. With blogs and videos overflowing with personal viewpoints, and creative content that challenges one’s ability to sift out fact from fiction, Wikipedia has emerged as a respected distillation of knowledge that serves as a touchstone for getting at the truth—a factual yin to opinionated yang.


Wales is more pointed about this aspect of Wikipedia’s role: “We make the Internet not suck.”4 In an age with dot-coms, pop-up advertisements, and spam, and with questions of provenance, reliability, and accuracy, people have found Wikipedia to be a haven. It’s where anyone can make a contribution to the intellectual commons and depend on reasoned and neutral articles as a result. It is something that by design is empowering and untainted by commerce.


But as it has earned respect as a crucial part of the Internet, even Wikipedia’s biggest fans recognize its problems. The Web site may be free of advertisements, but that hasn’t stopped entities from trying to exercise influence. Spammers, public relations companies, politicians, and those who can gain from crafting public perception have turned their sights to Wikipedia. Pulitzer Prize–winning columnist Thomas Friedman famously noted this in his book The World Is Flat:




It is not an accident that IBM today has a senior staffer who polices Wikipedia’s references to IBM and makes sure everything that gets in there is correct. More young people will learn about IBM from Wikipedia in coming years than from IBM itself.5




There is value in trying to influence Wikipedia’s articles, transparently or surreptitiously. That has meant legions of volunteers act like street sweepers, constantly monitoring entries for bias.


The story of Wikipedia has inspired businesses, governments, and academics to reevaluate accepted truths about producing works of knowledge. Credentials and central control, once considered the most important parameters for generating quality content, now yield to new terms: crowdsourcing, peer production, and open source intelligence. What was once only done top-down is now being viewed bottom-up.


Books and essays have addressed the impact of projects freely driven by communities of scattered individuals: The Cathedral and the Bazaar by Eric S. Raymond, The Wisdom of Crowds by James Surowiecki, The Wealth of Networks by Yochai Benkler, The Long Tail by Chris Anderson, Infotopia by Cass R. Sunstein, and Everything Is Miscellaneous by David Weinberger.


This book, however, goes in with a deeper focus on Wikipedia, explaining how it evolved to become the phenomenon it is today, and showing the fascinating community behind the articles and the unique online culture the site has fostered. While most people experience Wikipedia in their mother tongue, the impact of the site in other languages reveals a fascinating world of diverse online cultural norms. It’s a side of Wikipedia people rarely get to see, and the description of how different language communities have absorbed and adapted Wikipedia’s culture is unique to this book. More important, the book takes on an issue few have addressed: where Wikipedia is going and what its challenges are in the future.


In the Afterword, “we” aim to tackle these big questions about the Web site’s future. The word “we” is not used in the abstract sense—Wikipedians, scholars, and luminaries were invited to help write this last section as a wiki. What better way to tap the collective knowledge of Wikipedians and thinkers than to put the subject on the Internet for an intelligent “crowd” to map out the future. It promises to be a unique publishing experiment.















Chapter 2_ 



A NUPEDIA




“Order, unity and continuity are human inventions just as truly as catalogues and encyclopedias.”


—Bertrand Russell









Charles Van Doren captivated the American public in 1957. Americans were transfixed by the televised game show Twenty-One, on which Van Doren answered question after question correctly for a run of two months starting December 5, 1956. The clean-cut Ivy League university professor exemplified class and scholarship; he was on the cover of Time magazine. Before he left the show, he would rack up $138,000 in winnings,6 a fairly extravagant sum in an era when cars cost $2,000.


But then he fell from his pedestal. It was revealed that his wins were a fraud, that he had been given all the questions and answers beforehand. As dramatized in the 1994 movie Quiz Show, Van Doren testified in front of the U.S. Congress that he had helped deceive the public.


That’s where most people’s familiarity with Van Doren ends, leaving him a disgraced academic who in the aftermath resigned from Columbia University. What most people don’t know is that he resurrected his career to become an accomplished author and an editor at the venerable Encyclopedia Britannica, living a more modest life of teaching and writing. In 1962, his views on encyclopedias would be prescient, describing exactly what would transpire on the Internet: “Because the world is radically new, the ideal encyclopedia should be radical, too,” he wrote in his essay “The Idea of an Encyclopedia.” “It should stop being safe—in politics, in philosophy, in science…. But what will be respectable in 30 years seems avant-garde now. If an encyclopedia hopes to be respectable in 2000, it must appear daring in the year 1963.”


Of course there was no Internet back then, but Van Doren already envisioned what we see today. His career was made and destroyed with the new media technology of the time—television. He saw the influence that technology was having in the media sphere, and how it would radically change the field of knowledge and how we build it. It is ironic that the vision for Wikipedia, a source criticized for its sometimes dubious contributors, was brilliantly predicted by an academic who was a rehabilitated fraud.


Van Doren’s words have turned out to be an interesting touchstone for what has rapidly become one of the most popular sites on the Internet. Wikipedia has indeed been radical and has transformed the world of encyclopedias in just a few years, eclipsing nearly all established tomes in every language in the world. Wikipedia is such a fixture on the Internet today that its mantra, “Anyone can edit any page at any time,” is familiar to many, even if they’ve never edited it themselves. But Wikipedia didn’t start out as the radical all-inclusive encyclopedia run by volunteers that we know today.


Its beginnings were entirely conventional. The original project, called Nupedia, was designed as a for-profit venture that specified a regimented screening and production process. It was built around a centrally placed editor in chief managing an inner circle of academically accredited editors to control and direct the work of volunteers. Other than the use of electronic means to promote conversation among participants, its working process was not much different from the encyclopedias of yesteryear.


What Is an Encyclopedia?


We owe the word “encyclopedia” to Classic Greek, enkyklios paideia, literally meaning a “rounded education,” or something that contains the entirety of general knowledge. Attempts to gather all human knowledge go as far back as Roman times, often taking the form of specific encyclopedias created for particular disciplines and perspectives. Compared to today’s classifications of science and history, their manner of organization seems somewhat quirky, if not comical. Some encyclopedias were based around the senses, for example—vision, hearing, smell, taste, and touch. The encyclopedia as a sum of all human knowledge has mirrored the limited known state of the world. So it was not until the era of exploration and heavy trade that the modern idea of a complete recording of the world’s knowledge became a reality.


Pliny the Elder, a Roman who lived in the first century A.D., wrote perhaps the first widely recognized encyclopedia in Naturalis Historia, a thirty-seven-book volume that attempted to cover all the known natural world. Its categorization is remarkably modern, with different volumes covering mathematics, geography, ethnography, physiology, zoology, botany, pharmacology, and mineralogy. Showing the Roman fondness for art, there were dedicated volumes just for statuary in bronze and sculpture in marble. Encyclopedias, even back in this era, were compendia of other people’s work, so the preface explicitly stated that the Naturalis Historia contained “20,000 facts gathered from some 2,000 books and from 100 select authors.”


The Chinese Yongle encyclopedia of 1403–1407 was a massive work, and the largest in the world at the time, using two thousand scholars and eight thousand texts for its creation and covering all matters related to history, literature, medicine, natural sciences, and more. Unfortunately, size was one of this encyclopedia’s enemies. It was too large to be block printed and only existed on hand-copied scrolls and manuscripts. Chinese dwellings over the centuries were largely made of wood, unfortunately, and most of the manuscripts were lost to fire. It is said that only four hundred or so volumes have survived to modern times, scattered across libraries and private collections.


But the true mother of the modern encyclopedia was the French Encyclopédie of the 1700s, formally known as “Encyclopedia, or a systematic dictionary of the sciences, arts, and crafts.” Originally, Jean Paul de Gua de Malves was hired to create it, but after just a year on the job, in August 1747, he was fired from the position and Jean le Rond d’Alembert and Denis Diderot took over. Most of the world would come to know the name Diderot, as he would spend the next twenty-five years seeing through the Encyclopédie project. Encyclopédie was a powerhouse for the Enlightenment, challenging Catholic dogma by presenting Protestant beliefs and featuring prominent thinkers as authors, such as Voltaire, Rousseau, and Montesquieu.


As was typical of many English-French interactions of the era, the Encyclopedia Britannica was conceived as a conservative alternative to the more radical Encyclopédie across the channel in France. Proposed by Edinburgh bookseller Colin Macfarquhar and engraver Andrew Bell, the first edition was completed in 1771 and consisted of 2,391 pages, released in weekly installments to subscribers. The most famous was perhaps the eleventh edition, published in 1910–1911 and released as twenty-eight volumes all at once, rather than in weekly editions as in the past. This particular edition became so well regarded that it is still used today, as its copyright has expired and it has passed into the public domain. In the early days of the Internet, this 1911 Britannica was one of the few encyclopedias freely available online.


While the content was receiving praise, the business side of Britannica was in trouble, and the owner, Horace Everett Hooper, tried desperately to find a sponsor. The encyclopedia changed sponsors from Cambridge University, whose scholars assisted in reviewing entries, to Sears, Roebuck, before finally gaining its footing again as a separate company in Chicago. The encyclopedia business was a tough one. Academics had to be found and paid to regularly overhaul the content for new editions, and sales of current editions were undermined as consumers waited for the updated ones. Britannica hit its stride with the fifteenth print edition in 1985, after responding to complaints that it had badly fractured information among its three-part structure during the 1970s: the Micropaedia, the Macropaedia, and the Propaedia volumes. The reorganized Britannica went on to be successful, running anywhere from 400,000 topics in 1989 to 700,000 topics in 2007.


A smaller but popular tome in the United States was the World Book encyclopedia, which appealed not to scholars but to household purchasers. Its colorful illustrations and hardy pages made it easy to handle, but it had limited appeal because it was not as detailed as Britannica or other “collegiate” or academic encyclopedias.


By the late 1980s, Microsoft was interested in collaborating with Britannica to make an electronic version of the encyclopedia, as CD-ROMs were becoming a popular publishing platform, storing 650 megabytes of data on a disc, considered quite large at the time. However, Britannica declined, deciding its profits were doing nicely and the company could go it alone in creating electronic editions. It would prove to be a fateful call. Britannica print editions were around $2,000 per set, bringing in decent income for the company and making them rather conservative when it came to disrupting a proven revenue stream.


Microsoft still wanted to make an encyclopedia product, and went looking at other encyclopedias using its classic “embrace and extend” model: Identify and follow the lead of a competitor, but establish a superior product. It found a partner in Funk & Wagnalls. It licensed the content from their Standard Encyclopedia to publish the CD-ROM-based Microsoft Encarta encyclopedia in 1993. At first it was considered unimpressive, and not terribly competitive in the marketplace. But because Encarta CD-ROMs were bundled with many new computer purchases of Microsoft Windows it tore into sales of Britannica’s print product. Only in 1994 did Britannica come back with a CD-ROM product, which sold for $995 or came bundled for free with a purchase of its pricey print edition. There was also an online edition of Britannica, but subscriptions were $2,000 a year. Britannica tried to hold its own with its deeper and more reputable content, but Microsoft continued to aggressively upgrade Encarta by buying Collier’s Encyclopedia and adding more innovative multimedia features. By the time 2000 rolled around, both Encarta and Britannica had disc-based electronic editions for sale and online editions that required subscriptions. Since Encarta was part of the Microsoft behemoth, there was no pressure for it to make money on its own. Britannica was struggling at the time to compete price-and feature-wise with Microsoft.


World Book came out with a CD-ROM edition of its encyclopedia as well, appealing to the same household market, but chose not to have an online version. Among the three big players in the English-language market, there was no complete and modern encyclopedia available for free on the Internet. With content behind the “subscription firewall,” Encarta and Britannica had annual prices tailored primarily to big-budget institutions, such as libraries and universities.


At least the English-language encyclopedia market had choices. For many other languages, the choices were even fewer, with one dominant encyclopedia and a smattering of much smaller ones. For Germans, the Brockhaus was the most famous and for the French the Grand Larousse Encyclopédique.


The market was ripe for something to fill the void.


Alabama Rising


With the great encyclopedias of history tracing their lineage back to Rome, Imperial China, France, and Britain, few would guess that Wikipedia’s roots could be traced back to Alabama, a U.S. state known more for civil rights struggle than for being a spawning ground for great Internet projects.


Huntsville, Alabama, is where Jimmy Wales hailed from, and the city’s growth in the 1960s would have a profound effect on his outlook.


Jimmy’s parents, Doris and Jimmy Sr., came from modest backgrounds. The dad, a high school graduate, worked as a grocery store manager in town. His mother and his grandmother Erma had their own ideas on teaching children and started a small private educational establishment in town, House of Learning Elementary School. It was so small that, in the tradition of the one-room schoolhouse, grade levels were clumped together and kids of different ages learned side by side.


Intellectual activity was not Alabama’s forte, but during the Cold War, Huntsville suddenly saw itself become a locus of activity. In the ensuing space race between the United States and the Soviet Union, there was a huge advantage in launching rockets closer to the equator, where the rotational acceleration of the Earth helped catapult vehicles into orbit. So immediately, the Southern United States found itself in a prime spot. In 1960, Redstone Arsenal and Marshall Space Flight Center opened in Huntsville, pouring resources and academics into the area. The so-called Rocket City was established in what seemed like an overnight development.


It was in the midst of the town’s upsurge that Jimmy Wales was born. Life in town with his brother and sister was exciting, as the innovative energy of the space program was palpable. Rocket tests could be heard in the background of the expanding city. “Growing up in Huntsville during the height of the space program, and all exciting things going on with that, kind of gave you an optimist view of the future, of technology and science,” recalls Wales.7


Doris, ever the educator, was optimistic too, buying a set of the World Book encyclopedia from a door-to-door salesman not long after becoming a mother. Jimmy, the firstborn, was not even three years old at the time. She didn’t know it then, but she was planting a seed that would inspire a phenomenon.


As Wales learned to read, he became fascinated with the encyclopedia, which seemed to put all of human knowledge at his fingertips. World Book was a popular tome for families of the era. Its thick, glossy pages with black-and-white photos made it accessible to children and, more importantly, durable. As opposed to the delicate onionskin-like paper of Britannica and other scholarly sets of encyclopedias, World Book’s pages were tactile and withstood rough handling. Kids could read from beginning to end, continually fed by maps and illustrations. The encyclopedia was also famous for its more low-tech “multimedia” features. The “F” volume had transparent overlays for frog dissections showing in vivid color the different organs for the muscular, digestive, and circulatory systems of the amphibian. World Book quickly became a favorite for many children like Jimmy, and its tough pages begged to be turned and dog-eared. It opened up the world of knowledge for kids in an accessible way.


But Wales also learned how inadequate it could be. Things were changing all around him. He was growing up in the Space Age, with new things being tested and discovered. And as a printed tome, the encyclopedia could not keep up with describing the technology he was seeing.


Buying a new set of encyclopedias each year was impractical, and was something only libraries could afford to do. Instead, World Book would send out amendment “stickers” to correct small errors or add new information to subscribers’ books. Owners of the encyclopedia would receive updates in the mail and dutifully apply the stickers to the respective pages, something Wales remembers doing with his mom. Of course, this could only be done for so long. At some point an entirely new edition had to be purchased.


Jimmy became a pupil in the House of Learning, under the direction of his mother and grandmother, benefiting from the close nurturing of a parent and learning from older classmates. When it came time to advance to high school, he enrolled at the Randolph School, a private college prep school near Huntsville. One of the great benefits there for Wales was access to computers, somewhat of a rarity back in 1979, when the personal computer was only beginning to blossom. It provided him his first taste of computer programming.


Wales graduated ahead of schedule from Randolph and at sixteen enrolled at Auburn University, a state-funded institution in the east part of Alabama, choosing a practical line of study—finance. He remembers life in college as a time of learning the nuts and bolts of crunching numbers.


After graduating from Auburn, Wales started graduate work in finance at the University of Alabama, and then later at the University of Indiana, in the doctorate degree program. But halfway through that program, he realized finance wasn’t his calling. Instead, he went halfway and earned a master’s degree, but chose to forgo his Ph.D.


Wales stayed in the Midwest, and with his skills, he wanted to put his talent for numbers into making money. He had written academic papers about financial derivatives and “options-pricing theory,” and in the heyday of the 1980s, there was no better way to put that expertise to work than the city of Chicago, a center for the financial trade industry. A friend of his at the time was working at a Chicago trading firm, and knowing about Jimmy’s theoretical work in options, she said he should meet her boss.
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