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1. The new "asymmetric competition" between open 
source networks and conventional bureaucratic organiza-
tions 
 
When the Internet became popular some ten years ago, many pundits predicted that 
like all the preceding conventional media (press, radio and TV), it would soon be-
come commercialized and dominated by professional groupings and large bureau-
cratic organizations. However, the subsequent developments provide little support for 
such bold generalizations. 
On the one hand, the "dot.com crisis" of 99/00 has illustrated that many business 
models imported from the era of top-down (or: one-to-many) communication were ill-
suited in the new Net environment where everybody had the same technical means 
for creating, transforming, storing, copying and transmitting information. And sec-
ondly, the decentralized and interactive features of the new medium have recently 
come to dominate in unprecedented spectacular ways: particularly in the rising 
prominence and significance of and user-created content. 
First of all, it is striking that the biggest and most successful players on the Web are 
those that create value by aggregating and analysing the free contributions of mil-
lions of users.1 For instance, Amazon exploits the buying decisions, judgments and 
ratings of its visitors as a source of valuable information; Ebay lives well from just 
providing channels for interindividual economic transactions and the formation of 
pricing; and Google’s usefulness is based on page rankings derived from user-
created interlinkings and visits of sites (Barnett 2005). 
Secondly, we can observe the rise of the “blogosphere” as a new non-commercial 
and non-professional arena of interactive public discourse: challenging the traditional 
monopoly of the monological “mainstream media” to steer the public agenda setting 
and to shape public opinion. 
And thirdly, we are most fascinated by the rise of peer-to-peer networks that suc-
cessfully compete with big corporations (or interorganizational systems) in generating 
goods and services of the highest complexity mankind has ever produced. Thus, P2P 
file sharing networks are easily capable of substituting the conventional music indus-
try in distributing songs on a worldwide basis; by pooling their excess computational 
capacities, 4.5 million PC users are able to constitute the most powerful supercom-
puter on earth (SETI@home) for searching signs of extraterrestrial civilizations; thou-
sands of networked software developers are able to compete with Microsoft’s in pro-
ducing GNU/Linux, an operating system comparable to Windows; and innumerable of 
unauthorized collaborators pool their knowledge to create the Wikipedia: an encyclo-
pedia that matches or even surpasses the Encyclopaedia Britannica or the German 
“Brockhaus” in at least some crucial ways. 
Such “open content communities” (Reagle 2004) or networks of “commons-based 
peer production” (Benkler 2006) are characterized by at least twelve common char-
acteristics that set them in a sharp contrast to conventional bureaucratic organiza-
tions:  

                                            
1 http://www.nielsen-netratings.com/pr/PR_060810.PDF 
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1) The Internet is used as the major or even sole medium of cooperation and coordi-
nation, so that collaborators can be recruited worldwide and no gatherings on specific 
times at specific places have to take place. 
 
2) Everybody with an internetted computer is free to participate; no preconditions for 
entry are specified and no selective recruitment procedures are applied. 
 
3) All collaborators are initially “equipotent” irrespective of age, education, wealth, 
formal power or any other exogenous status differentials. Consequently, internal 
status differentials are exclusively based on endogenous criteria: particularly on the 
significance, quality and continuity of individual contributions. 
 
4) There is no formal “membership” in the sense of a basic status of belongingness 
associated with specific working duties and the assignment of a specific role. Instead, 
collaborators remain free to define their levels and ways of contributions voluntarily 
on a day-to-day basis – so that their participation remains highly compatible with any 
other activities and social roles. 
 
5) Extrinsic rewards are minimized because performances are not paid and partici-
pants cannot hope to gain personal reputation because their contributions are 
anonymous brickstones of a collective production. Therefore, intrinsic motivations 
dominate: e. g. satisfactions arising from successful problem solving or from being 
part of a very large, ambitious and innovative collective endeavour 
 
6) Production costs in general and capital investments in particular are conspicuously 
low. Typically, the “means of production” (like PCs and software licences) are pri-
vately owned and have no calculable cost because they are already available for 
other purposes. Open source networks typically thrive on non-committed “discretion-
ary resources” as they constantly emerge in more developed societies: excessive 
computational and storage capacities in computers, unused bandwidth in network 
connections, leisure time and free-floating skills of individuals, and free dispositions 
for collective attachments and social communication. 
 
7) Management functions are minimized because most processes of role assign-
ment, coordination and control take place on a horizontal per-to-peer basis. However, 
centralized guidance seems necessary for founding the project, defining its mission 
and for creating and implementing essential explicit norms. 
 
8) The weakness of centralized authority (and managerial “organizational culture”) 
has to be compensated by a strong “community culture”: widely shared values and 
norms that are upheld against deviant participants and disturbing external intrusions. 
 
9) The rigid dichotomy between “producers” and “consumers” gives way to the hybrid 
role of “users” who adopt active and receptive roles alternatively, according to their 
own choice.  
 
10) Production processes are continuous, so that products are evolving through an 
infinite number of intermediate stages. Thus, they are unpredictable and open-ended: 
not guided by specific deadlines and not aiming at pre-defined results. 
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11). Production processes do not take place behind organizational gates and walls. 
Instead, they are publicly visible, so that any that everybody can always verify what is 
going on and intervene when need arises. 
 
12) Collaboration results in freely accessible public goods that cannot be privatized 
afterwards (e. g. by setting them under “General Public Licence” (Bauwens 2005)). 
 
Of course, these twelve features are functionally interrelated. For instance, the lack 
of payment is caused by the fact that products cannot be commercialized, and it has 
the consequence that no selective recruitment practices, hierarchical controls and 
rigid working duties can be implemented.  
 
 

2. The Wikipedia as an encyclopedic project 
 
It is no doubt that the Wikipedia aspires to be an “encylopedia” in the precise sense 
of this highly traditional term, because in his article “What the Wikipedia is not”2, 
founder Jimmy Wales takes great care to deny explicitly that it is something else: a 
dictionary, a news feed, a collection of essays, an instruction manual, a repository of 
links, a directory or (horribile dictu) a vehicle for propaganda, self-promotion and ad-
vertizing. Of course, this insistent explicitness is highly necessary because thou-
sands of contributors all over the planet have to be precisely instructed so that they 
are enabled to behave conformingly and to recognize and correct deviant entries. 
 
It is advisable to have a short look on the glorious tradition within which the Wikipedia 
insists to place itself – despite the cogent insight that by passing from paper to the 
Internet, literally everything is different than it was ever before. 
In its extensive article on the concept, the Encyclopaedia Britannica defines  ency-
clopedias as “summaries of extant scholarship in forms comprehensibe to their read-
ers.” 
As such they have existed since 2000 years in very different size and format and as 
products of highly variable (individual and collective) modes of compilation. The term 
“Enkyklios Paideia” orginally implies that all human knowledge can be represented in 
a closed circle and mirrors an ordered cosmos that can be explicated in a consensual 
and definitive way because human knowledge is thought to basically stable and the 
world to which it refers not subjected to fundamental change. 
Typically, encyclopedias are representatives of cultural epochs that (aim to) contain 
its most authoritative and respected knowledge in condensed form. As a conse-
quence, the most comprehensive editions also tend to be written in the language in 
which most contemporary knowledge is produced (Latin in the middle ages and Eng-
lish today). 
Encyclopedias typically address themselves to “interested educated laymen” who are 
consulting them in matters where they are not experts, but about which they are able 
and motivated to gain reliable basic knowledge. As a consequence, they have to 
strike the right mean between a high-level educated language and a simple, widely 
readable style. This also implies that the best contributors of articles are often not the 

                                            
2 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/WP:NOT 
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most eminent scholars (because they are often too much absorbed by current re-
search), but many second-rank experts (e. g. teachers, writers or officials) who have 
professional reasons to acquaint themselves intimately with a particular topic or who 
have accumulated their knowledge in the course of their occupational experience or 
institutional career. They induce such contributors to do their best to clad their spe-
cialized elitist knowledge into a more popular form, so that rather broad strata of “in-
terested readers” are able to understand the texts without consulting auxiliary 
sources (like dictionaries etc.). 
 
In many conventional encyclopedias, there was no guarantee that each article stems 
from an expert in the corresponding field. In Diderots Encyclopédie, for instance, 
about three quarters of all articles are said to have been provided by a single collabo-
rator (Chevalier Louis de Jaucourt).  
Until the Renaissance, most encyclopedias didn’t address to a general public, but to 
specific elite socialized within a specific circles or formal formalized settings (e. g. 
clerics). The printing press then has given rise to a much less circumscribed, anony-
mous public: consisting of expanding bourgeois strata, academics and “intellectuals” 
who have acquired knowledge by self-education or on other informal ways. In the 
course of modernization, encyclopedias have changed due to the rapid expansion 
and fragmentation of existing knowledge on the one hand and the growing diver-
gences of different knowledge spheres on the other. 
Thus, earlier cosmological architectures have given way to neutral alphabetical or-
derings of articles, because societal consensus about ontologies and the priority of 
different knowledge spheres has evaporated. And tight connections to educational 
systems and powerful cultural elites have been loosened, because knowledge be-
came increasingly distributed broadly among various population segments (even 
rather marginal and politically dissident groups). In addition, ambitions of authoritative 
knowledge codification were abandoned; many more recent encyclopedias can be 
rather understood as a reaction to rapidly increasing flows of new publications: by 
satisfying the need for shorter digests that provide easily accessible information and 
orientation (Yeo 2001). 
A major step in this evolution was the appearance of Diderots “Encyclopédie” (be-
tween 1751 and 1772) which was promoted and realized by pre-Revolutionary intel-
lectuals who maintained a critical distance toward classical authors, and even an 
overt hostility toward the reigning political and religious regime (Munzel 2003).  
 
Objectivity was particularly cultivated in highly “eclectic” epochs characterized by 
highly pluralistic cultural elites; e.g. in the encyclopedias of the old Roman Empire 
like Pliny’s “historia naturalis”; and in the 19th century). In the 19th century, cultural 
pluralism gave rise to highly objectivistic compilations (like the German Brockhaus) 
devoid of all ambitions for synthesizing knowledge or transmitting it in a pedagogical 
fashion. 
 
While these traditions persist until the present, the 20th century gave rise to huge 
governmentally sponsored encyclopedias whose mission was to reflect the knowl-
edge culture of a specific nation.  However, even highly authoritarian and totalitarian 
Regimes (e. g. the Sowjet Union or Italy under Mussolini) have produced encyclope-
dias in which most subjects are treated in a rather open-minded, non-ideological way. 
By compiling existing knowledge from a multitude of sources, encyclopedias seem to 
be disposed to affirm the autonomy of objectivistic cognitive orientations vis-à-vis the 
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restraining influence of powerful societal actors, reigning ideological fashions and 
established cultural institutions. 
 
In the following, it shall be demonstrated how the Wikipedia fits into this encompass-
ing history of human endeavours to articulate and transmit the essential canon of 
knowledge of a specific epoch or culture. On the one hand, it is easy to show that the 
migration to an interactive online hypertext format is a necessary step in order to re-
alize encyclopedias adapted to the conditions of contemporary societies, because 
traditional paper editions are not able to keep pace with the amazing manifold, com-
plexity and dynamic change of current cognitive cultures. If the Internet was not yet 
existing, it would have to be immediately invented in order to secure the continuity of 
encyclopaedic ambitions. On the other hand, it is also evident that by trying to realize 
old ideas with new technologies, something radically new is emerging for which we 
don’t yet have adequate terms and definitions. 
 
Within the short history of the Internet, the Wikipedia stands out as one of the most 
successful non-commercial Web projects at least in quantitative terms: Since its in-
ception in January 2001, it has forked out to more than 200 languages comprising 
about 5 million articles.3 The English version alone has grown to about tenfold the 
size of the Encyclopaedia Britannica and is currently adding about 50 000 new arti-
cles per month.4 In May 2006, Perceptric.com has reported that with 132 000 000 
unique visitors per month, Wikipedia.org was occupying rank seven among global 
websites (behind giants like Google, Microsoft, Ebay and Amazon).5  With 56 millions 
monthly visitors, the English Wikipedia occupies rank 10 of all English websites. 
Similarly, the German version maintains rank 10 among all German-speaking sites 
(with 8.9 million visits in June 2006).6 
 
These spectacular usage rates contrast with the very modest costs involved in build-
ing up the system and in running the whole enterprise. Founder Jimmy Wales is 
managing his enterprise with only four full time collaborators and a small yearly 
budget of about 1.5 million Dollars (provided mainly by small donations between 50 
and 100 Dollars gifted to the “Wikimedia”, the supporting mother corporation). 
 
With such very small financial investments, the WP has reached the most supreme 
status that can be reached in the Internet:  
- the status of a “portal site” that serves as an entry page for million of users. 
- the status of a one stop reference site not only for lay users, but for professional 
“multipliers” like journalists or teachers who disseminate Wikipedia knowledge in all 
other media. 
 
In addition, the site’s traffic is boosted by Google which places Wikipedia entries 
regularly at the top of search result lists. 
 
Concerning criteria of quality, judgments are highly controversial and difficult to verify 
objectively, because the system is so big and volatile that nobody is able to cognize 
and evaluate it as a whole. While fundamental criticism abounds in many publica-

                                            
3 http://www.zdnetindia.com/news/communication/stories/152859.html 
4 http://yro.slashdot.org/article.pl?sid=06/07/10/2224223 
5 http://www.perceptric.com/blog/Media/_archives/2006/5 
6 http://www.spiegel.de/netzwelt/netzkultur/0,1518,429099,00.html 
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tions7, websites and discussion fora, one of the leading researchers of open source 
networks, Yochai Benkler, concludes intuitively that ”most of the commercial, proprie-
tary online encyclopedias are not better than Wikipedia along any clearly observable 
dimension. (Benkler 2006: 168). 
 
Apart from such divergent evaluations, it cannot be denied that the Wikipedia has 
factually become a serious competitor to Encarta, Columbia, Grolier, EB or other 
conventional encyclopedias, because it is increasingly used as a unique reference 
source for reliable information. 
Thus, the Wikipedia provides vigorous evidence that some highly optimistic expecta-
tions about human online behaviour may under certain conditions be true – despite 
that fact that they collide fundamentally with traditional common sense assumptions 
and established theoretical views: 

- that user-created content provided by unpaid voluntary collaborators can be 
highly attractive to worldwide web publics; 

- that widely respected knowledge results from highly anarchic production proc-
esses at which everybody can participate without any (academic or other) cre-
dentials ("out of mediocrity, excellence"); 

- that thousands of unpaid collaborators can be found worldwide that engage in 
highly demanding work for purely intrinsic reasons: making contributions that 
do neither add to their material wealth nor to their personal reputation; 

- that a highly complex worldwide collaboration network can survive and con-
tinuously expand on a highly informal and non-economic basis: without being 
supported by large amounts of money, paid administrators and formal bureau-
cratic rules and sanctions. 

 
 

3. “Wikis” as vehicles for focused and cumulative intellec-
tual productions 
 
A major shortcoming of the “dead wood era” was that for mere physical reasons, writ-
ing on paper does not lend itself to higher levels of collective cooperation. Just be-
cause it is cumbersome (or plainly impossible) to circulate paper sheets so that eve-
rybody can add his contributions, the notion of individualized authorship is reinforced. 
Most intellectual work remains on a primitive “handicraft” level: contrasting increas-
ingly with manual labour which got ever more collectivized in the course of industri-
alization. 
Thus, many traditional encyclopedias tend to be mainly anthologies of articles written 
by individual authors. Cooperation is largely restricted to the intervention of an editor 
(or editing committee) that may modify or shorten the article of give it back for re-
working. Collective cooperation is mostly confined to the “molar level”: the processes 
of compiling and interrelating articles or organizing them to more encompassing 
structures. 
 
In very early encyclopedias, even this higher level cooperation was largely absent 
because they were produced by a single editor (like Cassiodorus, Honorius Inclusus 

                                            
7 See for instance Lanier 2006. 
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or Vincent of Beauvais) who acted mainly as anthologists: by just selecting and ag-
gregating existing texts. Even many eighteenth-century encyclopedias were the 
products of single compilers, such as Chambers' Cyclopedia of 1728 and the first 
edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica, issued between 1768 and 1771. By the very 
end of the century, however, the task of "compiler" (who collects given texts) had 
metamorphosed into that of "editor" (who commands, directs, selects and modifies 
incoming contributions). 
 
By contrast, digital media in general and the computer networks in particular provide 
many alternatives for more sophisticated forms of cooperation: ranging between 
completely open collaborations where everybody can participate (Wikipedia) to 
closed circles which restrict access by various means of digital control. For the first 
time in history, collaboration on the very micro level is also technically supported: by 
software tools of “collaborative writing” that enable groups of any size to work collec-
tively on the same article or sentence and to influence even the most tiny details of 
spelling, grammar and punctuation. 
 
On the most general level, it can be said that the Internet lends itself equally to two 
basically divergent modes of collective verbal communication: 
On the one hand, it supports discursive communication by enabling users to express 
themselves personally, like in an oral discussion. Such exchanges result in “threads” 
consisting of all the posted messages filed in the order they have come in during 
time, without any mechanisms available to synthesize or systematize what has been 
written. 8 As seen in newsgroups, web fora, chats, blogs and other forms of online 
discourse, threaded online communication makes the achievement of consensus 
usually more difficult than face-to-face discussions because even in very large 
groups, everybody can articulate his personal opinion at any time, without referring to 
what has been communicated by others. Consequently, online discussion groups are 
more functional when an increase in complexity is the sought (e. g. brain storming) 
than when the reduction of complexity is the goal (as in decision-directed delibera-
tions) (Kerr/Hiltz 1982: 99f.; Gallupe and McKeen1990; Geser 2002). In addition, the 
diachronic structure makes it very hard for readers to harvest the yield of the discus-
sion: especially in the case of newcomers who need much time to sift through all the 
accumulated materials. 
On the other hand, online communication supports as well synthetic document mode 
communications9, where the individual contributions become brickstones of a larger 
collective production: regardless of the time of posting and the identity of its origina-
tors. 
“Wikis” (invented by Ward Cunnigham 1995) can be compared to naked concrete 
walls that can be painted by everybody 
“a website written with wiki software is the digital equivalent of a blank wall. Wiki us-
ers are handed cans of spray paint; it is the prerogative of the wiki user to adorn the 
wall with colorful murals or to deface it with racist epithets. In a wiki you can write 
over anyone else's work or create new content or even delete the whole damn thing. 
In principle you can do absolutely anything you want on a wiki because there is no 
editor or master to stop you." (Wilson 2006). 
 

                                            
8 http://c2.com/cgi/wiki?ThreadMode 
9 http://c2.com/cgi/wiki?DocumentMode 
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However, while paints on walls tend to stick irreversibly (or to leave traces when re-
moved), entries in wikis can easily be erased by everybody who does not agree. 
Thus, an evolution of memes is started where the "fittest for survival" are those with 
which most participants do not disagree. 
“This interface supports a higher level of consensus building because a user who 
disagrees with a statement can very easily delete it. In this sense, the text on wiki 
pages is content that has survived the critical eye of the community. 
(Viégas/Wattenberg/Dave 2004: 575), 
 
While thread communication boosts subjective self-expression and individualization, 
wikis support processes of supraindividual community-building and objectivication. 
“Unlike blogs, they are not media for individual or small group expression with a con-
versation feature. They are intrinsically group communication media. In the case of 
Wikis, the conversation platform is anchored by a common text. From the perspective 
of facilitating the synthesis of positions and opinions, the presence of collaborative 
authorship of texts offers an additional degree of viscosity to the conversation, so that 
views “stick” to each other, must jostle for space, and accommodate each other. The 
output is more easily recognizable as a collective output than where the form of the 
conversation is more free-flowing exchange of competing views.” (Benkler 2006. 
218). 
 
While the thread mode is functional for facilitating communication processes, the 
document mode gives priority to their results: like in he case oft most conventional 
written texts whose final form provides no information about the antecedent proc-
esses that have led to their creation. 
Thread mode communication is based on the “Heraclitian” (or Hegelian) premise that 
true knowledge emerges within a dialectic discourse between diverging communica-
tors and remains open to dynamic change. Document mode productions rely on the 
“Platonic” assumption that true knowledge takes the supraindividual form of objecti-
fied “ideas” or “theories” whose eternal truth can finally be ascertained beyond all 
interpersonal disputes. 
 
In contrast to the “dialectical” blogosphere, Wikipedian philosophy relies on the prem-
ise that true knowledge is produced in a continuous cumulative process of aggregat-
ing and synthesizing information, not in a process of dialectical discourse. 
Consistent with this epistemology, Wikipedia participants are advised to in “construc-
tive cooperation rather than adversarial strifes: 
“The best way to resolve a dispute is to avoid it in the first place. Be respectful to oth-
ers and their points of view. This means primarily: Do not simply revert changes in a 
dispute. When someone makes an edit you consider biased or inaccurate, improve 
the edit, rather than reverting it.”10 
 
In some cases, thread-mode productions are subsequently transformed into docu-
ments in order to systematize and simply the information and to ease its diffusion to 
additional participants: e. g. in the case of FAQ pages which inform newcomers 
shortly about the goals, values and norms that have been elaborated in the preced-
ing discussions. In similar fashion, the Wikipedia combines the two modes by paral-
leling each article page with a discussion page where dissensual aspects concerning 

                                            
10 Wikipedia: Resolving Disputes  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Resolving_disputes 
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the articles (e. g. conflictual views about scope or terminology) can be fought out. But 
the relationship is highly asymmetric, because the discussions are just an auxiliary 
tool for improving the quality of the article, while the article is not symmetrically seen 
as an input for fuelling the discussion. 
 
In a functional perspective, Wikis can be considered the informational analogue to 
the assembly line in the industrial era. Like the latter, it provides the technological 
basis for aggregating an infinite number of modest individual performances into a 
highly complex end product that stands out as an object completely dissociated from 
all its individual co-producers.11  
However, technical reversibility is not enough: there has to be an incessant intensive 
activity from the part of users to correct any abusive entries within the shortest possi-
ble time. 
In the case of conventional printed encyclopedias, every maintenance activity can 
cease at them moment they are delivered and distributed. Wikipedias, however, re-
main only functional as long as very large number of editing users remain watchful 
and active. Otherwise, vandalizations –even if produced by very tiny user fractions – 
would remain uncorrected, so that the whole system would be continuously de-
graded. 
 
In no other sphere of text production, the shift from individual to collective authorship 
has been so fundamental than in the Wikipedia, where typical articles may well be 
the product of several hundred edits executed by a many dozens of collaborators. 
The success of the Wikipedia even depends highly on this “fine grained modularity”, 
because extensive participation can only be generated when even users with very 
modest skills, very little time and rather low work motivations see the opportunity to 
make valuable contributions (Benkler 2006: 100). This also has the effect that articles 
are mostly “endogenous creations” shaped by the cumulative influences of the differ-
ent collaborators, so that exogenous dependencies (on earlier encyclopedias) are 
less pronounced than in the printing age where new encyclopedias were often very 
much influenced by their historical predecessors.12 
 
While Wikis support convergent collectivist cooperation, they nevertheless do not 
provide intrinsic mechanisms for synthesis and systematization. 
In printed encyclopedias where each entry is usually constructed by a single author, 
longer articles usually have a highly structured, coherent architecture (e. g. by pro-
gressing from more general to more specific aspects). In the Wikipedia, however, 
articles are usually the product of many independent contributions of piecemeal 
parts, because nobody is given the responsibility to take care of the article as a 
whole. Thus IBM researchers have found that most collaborators simply add or can-
cel specific words, sentences or passages, while very few reorder paragraphs or re-
organize the article as a whole Viégas et. al. (2004). 
Like many other texts that are digitally created these days, many Wikipedia articles 
thus tend toward a low level of overall structuring and integration, because they are 

                                            
11 Following the metaphor step further, it could be mantained that In contrast to Fordist production 
systems, no individual “self-estrangement” (in the Marxian sense) is created, because  

- the “means of production” are fully owned by the individual workers 
- the products are “commonist” public domain goods accessible to everybody “according to 

his/her capacities and needs”.  
12 See: Encyclopaedia Britannica 2004; entry “encyclopedia”. 
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the product of a lose sequence of copy and past procedures spanning over a wide 
period of time. 
“The over-all effect is jittery, the textual equivalent of a film shot with a handheld 
camera.” (Schiff 2006). 
 
As a consequence, the structure of most articles is fixed forever at the time of their 
creation (or soon afterwards), so that the synthetic capacities (or incapacities) of their 
originators get an unusual weight.  
 
 

4. On the potentials and limits of wiki-based open source 
encyclopedias: some preliminary conclusions after six 
years of experience 

4.1 Free self-recruitment of collaborators 

Conventional encyclopedias usually base recruitment on previously achieved status 
characteristics that are interpreted as valid indicators of expertise: e. g. by inviting 
only personalities with professoral or doctoral degrees. In other cases, recruitment is 
expanded to individuals enjoying an informally achieved public reputation (e. g. intel-
lectuals) or with status positions in non-educational institutions (e.g. high ranking poli-
ticians or successful entrepreneurs). Of course, such recruitment patterns help to 
keep the resulting knowledge canon within the limits of institutionally established elit-
ist culture. There was always a strong bias against the inclusion of “indigenous” 
knowledge originating in folk cultures or esoteric circles. Thus, magic and astrology 
had no place in European encyclopedias since the 12th century. 
 
In modern societies, such ex ante criteria are of limited value for various reasons 
 
1) high scholarly reputation and status achievement is not primarily based on the 
possession of existing, but on the production of new knowledge. Thus, highly innova-
tive researchers may have rather limited knowledge about the broader structure and 
historical development of their specialized topics. 
  
2) Educational status characteristics are always based on past achievements; so that 
they may not be consistent with present qualifications (e.g. in cases where a scholar 
is no longer up to date because of illness or advanced age). 
 
3) There may be important spheres of knowledge which are not in the reach of any 
formally educated scholars, because their acquisition occurs mainly by self-education 
or by accumulating practical experience. This is particularly true for most practical 
knowledge (e. g. used in the production of goods and services) that has been so 
prominent in Diderots Encyclopaedia. And it is even more true for any spheres of 
“subcultural” or “indigenous” knowledge controlled and transmitted informally within 
special segments of the population: e. g. knowledge about heavy metal music bands 
or computer games, about sectarian religious belief systems or anthroposophic 
medical treatments. 
 



Hans Geser. From the Britannica to the Worldwide Wiki        http://socio.ch/intcom/t_hgeser16.pdf 

 12

4) The knowledge about many subjects has become so complex and multifaceted 
that it is distributed among many individuals with different specialities and experi-
ences. Thus, no single person will be capable of producing comprehensive articles 
on “London” “Goethe” or “Renaissance” that treat all important aspects of the topic on 
the same scholarly level. 
 
In short: widening the pool of potential collaborators, evaluators and correctors is in-
dispensable when knowledge is too complex to be controlled by any “expertocratic 
elite”. For instance, systems of “peer review” fail when it is not possible to select ex 
ante the people most capable of evaluating a specific contribution – e g. because the 
contribution refers to something so new or so specialized that no “reputable experts” 
exist. 
 
By starting without any advance knowledge about who possesses what kind of 
knowledge about what topic, the Wikipedia is compatible with a highly complex, in-
transparent society where new areas of previously inexistent knowledge areas (e. g. 
about new technological or cultural phenomena) are constantly arising, and where an 
unknown manifold of knowledgeable individuals have to be taken into account.  
“I think the day will come in the future when people will look at an article in Britannica 
and say, `This was written by one person and reviewed by two or three more? That's 
not sufficient. I need an article that's been reviewed by hundreds of people.” (Jimbo 
Wales). 
 
Nevertheless, open editing has not resulted in a million fold mass participation. As 
Benkler has calculated, the Wikipedias of all languages together could rely on about 
50 000 collaborators worldwide, out of which only 6% could be considered as “very 
active” (by submitting mire than 100 edits per months) (Benkler 2006: 72). Other 
studies have shown that in the English Wikipedia, less then 2% of registered users 
are responsible for seventy per cent of the work. The very lack of recruitment proce-
dures has the consequence that the composition of Wikipedia collaborators is rather 
homogeneous, because the general “digital divides” various population segments are 
not only reproduced, but even amplified: 
 
“The average Wikipedian on English Wikipedia (1) is male, (2) is technically-inclined, 
(3) is formally educated, (4) speaks English to an extent, (5) is White, (6) is aged 15-
49, (7) is from a predominantly Christian country, (8) is from an industrialized nation, 
and (9) is more likely to be employed in intellectual pursuits than in practical skills or 
physical labor. There are many college professors and computer programmers edit-
ing Wikipedia, but very few auto mechanics, firefighters, plumbers, miners, or electri-
cians.”13 
 
By giving everybody the capacity to edit and change existing pages, all Wikis are 
evidently based on the premise that  
1) the majority of participators makes constructive rather than destructive contribu-
tions; 
2) contributors believe that this premise is true: because otherwise, their motivation 
would be destroyed. 
 

                                            
13 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:WikiProject_Countering_systemic_bias 
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On the motivational level, this implies that most participators are driven by positive 
intentions, not by drives of intentional lying or vandalism. 
 
In the case of Wikipedia, this premise is stated in the principle of “good faith”: 
“To assume good faith is a fundamental principle on Wikipedia. As we allow anyone 
to edit, it follows that we assume that most people who work on the project are trying 
to help it, not hurt it. If this weren't true, a project like Wikipedia would be doomed 
from the beginning.14 
 
On the skill level, this presupposes that any information provided is more likely to 
stem from knowledgeable than from uninformed individuals, and that more informed 
individuals have better chances to have their contributions accepted. This again im-
plies that most people have a realistic self-assessment about their own knowledge – 
so that they accept corrections when they are originating from a more competent 
side. 
 
“….what stands out compared to previous modes of production is the self-selection 
aspect. Production is granular and modular, and only the individuals themselves 
know exactly if their exact mix of expertise fits the problem at hand. We have 
autonomous selection instead of heteronomous selection.“ (Bauwens 2005). 
 
In fact, 51% of benevolent and competent participators would be sufficient to set a 
cumulative process in motion which would lead to a gradual overall improvement of 
the Wiki because at least in the longer run, “good content” is more likely to be posted 
and to be maintained, while “bad content” is more likely to be corrected or weeded 
out. Of course, such low percentages would result in very slow improvement proc-
esses: with the consequence that at each point of time, many errors would be uncor-
rected, and many less-visited hoax sites or vandalised articles not be eliminated. 
Consequently, the assumption to produce highly reliable knowledge bases approach-
ing those of professional encyclopedias is based on the assumption that the percent-
ages of competent and benevolent contributors (as well as the correlations between 
knowledge level and influential participation) are rather high. 
 
The Wikipedia certainly contributes to a levelling between experts and laymen as 
knowledge providers, because the names, status positions and qualifications of con-
tributors are not visibly marked. No assertion is accepted as “true” only because it 
stems from a Wise Old Man who is highly respected because many of his statements 
have proven to be true in the past. 
As knowledge is so much dissociated from personal communicators, it has to be 
evaluated on the basis of its intrinsic merits, the empirical sources on which it relies 
as well as its consistency with other facts or theoretical constructions. 
"Wikipedia's articles on the British peerage system - clearheaded explanations of 
dukes, viscounts, and other titles of nobility - are largely the work of a user known as 
Lord Emsworth. A few of Emsworth's pieces on kings and queens of England have 
been honored as Wikipedia's Featured Article of the Day. It turns out that Lord 
Emsworth claims to be a 16-year-old living in South Brunswick, New Jersey. On 
Wikipedia, nobody has to know you're a sophomore." (Pink 2005). 
 
                                            
14 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/WP:AGF 
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4.2 Extensive and efficient exploitation of intrinsic motivations 

The question “why does anybody participate” was legitimate during the whole history 
of encyclopedias, because collaboration in such projects was seldom an attractive 
way to gain individual rewards. Typically, the articles delivered were not paid and did 
not contribute much to personal reputation, because the name of authors remained 
concealed (or were indicated only by initials, like in the newer editions of the Encyl-
copaedia Britannica).  
Long before the Wikipedia, therefore, co-authors have been primarily stimulated by 
other motives than by boosting their personal reputation: e. g. by the extrinsic satis-
faction to belong to a specially selected, extremely prestigious scholarly elite, or by 
the intrinsic satisfaction to co-define the “official” canon of knowledge of a given ep-
och or society. 
 
For motivational psychology, therefore, the Wikipedia does not pose radically new 
problems, because by studying any kind of voluntary behavior, the social science 
have always done wise to assume that “homo sociologicus” (in contrast to (homo 
oeconomicus) is driven by a multitude of different motivations:  
Compared to traditional paper publication projects, however, the Wikipedia has en-
hanced capacities to harvest and aggregate such diverse motivational resources, 
and to channel them efficiently into constructive cooperative endeavours. 
 
1) Many collaborators of moderate and low levels of motivations may be won just be-
cause the thresholds to participation and the costs of collaboration are so low. Thus, 
everybody with a hooked up PC can log in and edit pages anytime at any place on 
the planet earth. Because no membership role with formalized duties has to be 
adopted, participants remain free to decide on the modes, ways and intensities of 
present and future collaborations; and contributions can be so “fine-grained” (e. g. by 
just adding a single figure or correcting spelling mistakes) that almost anybody can 
feel self-confident enough to add at least some modest improvements. 
 
Again, it is not unjustified to compare the Wiki-technology with the assembly line: 
both share the principle of breaking down production processes into small independ-
ent modules, so that lower skill levels are sufficient to make valuable contributions: 
 “‘Modularity’ is a property of a project that describes the extent to which it can be 
broken down into smaller components, or modules, that can be independently pro-
duced before they are assembled into a whole. If modules are independent, individ-
ual contributors can choose what and when to contribute independently of each 
other. This maximizes their autonomy and flexibility to define the nature, extent, and 
timing of their participation in the project. The number of people who can, in principle, 
participate in a project is therefore inversely related to the size of the smallest scale 
contribution necessary to produce a usable module.” (Benkler 2006: 112). 
 
This also explains why some sister projects like Workbooks have not taken off: be-
cause the minimal threshold that had to be reached (e. g. to contribute useful text-
book chapters) has been too high (Benkler 2006: 101). 
 
2) The “law of big numbers” teaches that to the degree you increase the number of 
participants, the more likely it becomes that among them, you will also have individu-
als with rather rare characteristics, skills and motivations. Thus, very few individuals 
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may find deep satisfaction in correcting the spelling and punctuation of other peoples 
texts, but in a population of 800 million Internet users, they may still run into thou-
sands; and whoever succeeds in mobilizing them can generate a volume of voluntary 
work worth millions of Dollars if it would have to be bought on the labor market. Evi-
dently, the success of the Wikipedia is based on such effective filterings. For in-
stance, hundreds of “police constables” are patrolling for overseeing and correcting 
various cases of abusive behavior; a silent brigade of “janitor-minded” individuals is 
constantly active to clean up after vandalizations; talented “mediators” feel urged to 
intervene in order to moderate heated edit wars; and fussy “clerks” with a bureau-
cratic mentality are highly useful to correct even very tiny errors in biographies or sta-
tistical tables. 
 
3) Given its constantly rising status as a primary reference site and its spectacular 
impact on global knowledge culture, the Wikipedia is attractive for anybody who 
draws satisfaction from being part of such a big and influential project – even if his 
contribution is minor and insecure. Thus, a collaborator confesses that “knowing that 
an article will instantly become a published part of a worldwide reference is an intoxi-
cating enticement.” (Wilson 2006); and another compares himself with somebody 
working on the most sacred texts of human society: 
“Recently, I decided to do my part in contributing to the ocean of information at 
Wikipedia, and I must say that the first time I actually edited a page and saw my 
changes instantly take place, available for everyone to see, I felt like I had written 
part of the constitution or even a verse in the Bible itself. Anyway, it felt great to add 
to the largest open encyclopedia in the world, even if my only major contributions 
were about fairly obscure basketball players.” (McNally 2006). 
 
On the other hand, however, collaborators may feel demotivated by the perspective 
that their efforts may be in vain because their contributions are deeply modified or 
even eliminated completely by subsequent editors.  This levelling implies that even 
highest reputable professionals find themselves in a fierce competition with col-
leagues as well as with outsiders who may have gained heir knowledge by extrapro-
fessional (e. g. autodidactic) channels. 
 
Following rational choice theory, we might assume that higher level experts are 
strongly discouraged to participate, because they gain much less acceptance than 
when they use more conventional channels; while lay persons are strongly encour-
aged because for them, Wikis may provide the only arena where they can success-
fully display their knowledge and their ideas. 15 
 

4.3 Low needs for capital and organization 

Printed encyclopedias are highly ambitious endeavours needing a high investment of 
resources and long-term editing commitments. Books in general need much care and 
effort in order to avoid errors irreversibly fixed on printed paper. In the case of ency-
clopedias, errors are particularly harmful because they may be copied and diffused 
throughout society to the degree that an enyclopedias is used as a reference. Like in 
the case of telephone books, the reputation of an encyclopedia depends fully on its 

                                            
15 http://www.theregister.co.uk/2005/10/24/wikipedia_letters/ 
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perfect reliability, and intensive checks and controls are necessary for keeping up to 
such standards. 
Usually, very few potent societal actors or collectivities are capable of engaging in 
such a project: supported either by monarchs, very rich elite members, foundations 
or governmental institutions. As a consequence, encyclopedias tend to be born a 
raised at the very center of societies. Very often, they have been created for the pur-
pose of expressing the tradition and thinking of a societal elite or of symbolizing a 
national culture. Thus, most of the classic Chinese encyclopedias owe their existence 
to the patronage of emperors; the emperor Constantine VII of the Eastern Roman 
Empire (913-959) was responsible for a series of encyclopedias, and Alfonso X of 
Spain (1252-1284) sponsored the “Grande e general estoria” (“Great and General 
History”). 
Only rarely we also find more encyclopedias originating more at the periphery of so-
ciety: like the famous French “encyclopédie” of Denis Diderot that was originating 
within the enlightenment movement that opposed the reigning religious institutions 
and monarchical regime. 
Since the 19th century, such independent endeavours have been less frequent for 
various reasons: e.g. because the volume of relevant knowledge has expanded, the 
demands for comprehensiveness and reliability have risen, and the costs connected 
with new printing technologies and distribution procedures have increased. 
Especially the 20th century was rich in “governmental encyclopedias” aiming to add to 
the national glory by providing a mostly impressive picture of national culture and na-
tional achievements (e. g. the enciclopedia Italiana, the Sowjet “Granat” encyclopedia 
or the Enciklopedija Jugoslavije (first published1955–71). This explains why in many 
cases, not only the most educated scholars, but the most powerful personalities of 
the respective time (e. g. Lenin and Mussolini) have made significant contributions. 
 
Because of high costs, conventional Encylopoedias have a high expressive value as 
status symbols. Whenever an EB or a Brockhaus is found on a shelf in a living room, 
a double message is sent out: that the owner has (had) enough money to buy it and 
enough education to make use of it (while everybody knows and accepts that it is 
rarely consulted). 
 
Seen in this wider historical perspective, digital encyclopedias help to regain the in-
dependence from governmental power centers, economic enterprises and other so-
cietal institutions: an independence that was quite remarkable in the 18th century but 
was later lost in the course of rising nationalism and industrialization. 
 
Labour costs are very low because so much motivation for unpaid voluntary collabo-
ration can be tapped (see 4.2); and capital costs are negligible because like other 
Web projects, the Wikipedia thrives on hardware and software resources that are 
already fully available for other reasons: individually owned PC’s already acquired for 
various private or professional purposes, or excess capacities of networks that have 
been built for telephone transmission or other commercial reasons. 
For several reasons, populations in rich modern societies have high “discretionary 
resources”: in the form of time, money or skills that are disposable for various new 
purposes because they are not committed to work or family duties (McCarthy/Zald 
1977; 1987).  There are many potential providers of such resources: e. g. unem-
ployment or partially employed people, students, housewives or retirees. In addition, 
changes in modern lifestyle contribute to a growing ”decommitment” of resources; 
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many adults live alone or with few or no children, many live rather isolated immi-
grants far away from kind and friends, and increasing numbers do not participate in 
voluntary associations or political parties, so that they spend most of their free time at 
home (Putnam 2000).  
Advanced Personal Computers amplify these individual resources by adding to them 
breathtaking capacities for processing data and storing information, and the Internet 
multiply them further by providing unlimited possibilities for data transfer and com-
munication. At the same time, it adds the capacity to deprivatize these free resources 
and to harness them to a large variety of new purposes: e. g. by providing collabora-
tive online networks where everybody finds a way to feed in his contributions. 
 
Among many other consequences, the decline in production and distribution costs 
implies that conventional limits of growth and accessibility are completely removed. 
 
1) In the printing age, there were always harsh limits on the total size of encyclope-
dias, and thus indirectly on the volume dedicated to various articles or systematic 
divisions. (For instance, the total text volume of the EB and Brockhaus have re-
mained on the same level since about 150 years).  
Therefore, editors were always required to exert selection: thus inevitably expressing 
their own personal preferences about what shall be included and what deserves a 
shorter or more comprehensive treatment. This selectivity was highest in the one-
volume pocket encyclopedias which always tended to be heavily shaped by the per-
sonality of a single author. 
However, the larger and the more anonymous the public, the more pressing the need 
to broaden the scope in order to satisfy all the different interests. But as the overall 
space was limited, this resulted in an ever more atomized knowledge structure with a 
declining average size of entries: 
“Realizing that the reading public would not tolerate the omission of some subjects 
and the unequal treatment of others, they prepared works in which at least a few 
lines were devoted to almost every conceivable topic.”16. 
 
By contrast, digital encyclopedias can expand without such pressures toward atomi-
zation: by just adding new and expanding additional articles at the same time. 
 
2) In the age of printing, there was a rigid trade-off between volume and accessibility: 
Only very small encyclopedias were cheap enough to get a large distribution and 
light enough to be carried along. More user-oriented encylopedias including “every-
thing” were not only expensive, but so clumsy that their fate was to remain on rarely 
visited bookshelfs in libraries or other rooms far apart from “real” human life. 
Digital encylopedias can grow unlimited without losing accessibility caused high ac-
quisition costs, clumsiness or other material factors. Soon, they will be fully available 
for portable handheld devices or in audio form, so that users have all information at 
their fingertips at the very moments they need them (e. g. within a meeting or while 
driving a car). 
3) Traditional encyclopedias could only be produced by sizable and rather wealthy 
collectivities; preferably by populations organized in nation states with governmental 
agencies and large editing houses that could act as initiators and sponsors. 

                                            
16 Encyclopaedia Britannica 2004. article on “Encyclopedia”. 
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Wikipedias, by contrast, can flower everywhere, because even tiniest groups have 
enough potential to set such online processes of knowledge accumulation into mo-
tion. In fact, there is a global diffusion of Wiki technology, protocols and software, 
because this knowledge is so formalized and decontextualized that it can be copied, 
transmitted and implemented everywhere, regardless of any socio-cultural and lin-
guistic conditions. Thus, Wikipedia clones have rapidly sprouted in more than 200 
languages, even if many of them are still “empty shells” waiting to be brought to life 
by active users. 
Given that all contributions to the Wikipedia belong to the public domain, anybody 
disagreeing with the current encyclopedia is allowed to initiate a new encylopedia by 
simply eliminating all the unwelcome entries and retaining all the rest. Such “forking” 
has given birth to the “Enciclopedia Libre Universal en Español (split already in 
2002).17, and to the foundation of Wikinfo18 in 2003 (an alternative project rejecting 
the rigid “neutrality” principles of the Wikipedia). 
By encouraging the most knowledgeable individuals of each culture to work on their 
own encyclopaedic project, a multi-domestic and multicultural repository of human 
knowledge in almost all contemporary written languages may come into existence. 
In some cases, Wikipedias may even offer a “last secure haven” for a language on 
the brink of extinction, or they may upgrade indigenous languages (that hitherto have 
been spoken only orally) to the level of writing (e. g. Alemanic, Sardu, Ladino or 
“Plattdütsch”). Even artificial survival (or revival) resorts for dead languages may be 
created: e. g. the rather lively “Vicipedia” in classic Latin that has 7480 entries (in Nov 
2006) and is unfolding with about 250 updates per day. 
While the English Wikipedia is hitherto still the most comprehensive, it is likely that it 
will lag behind in the future and lose its global status by becoming more and more 
“anglocentric”.  
 
4) Given their large and long-term need for subsidies, traditional encyclopedias could 
usually gain only limited autonomy from their mighty economic and political sponsors; 
and given their linkages to academic elites, they had no choice than to give priority to 
institutionally established knowledge cultures. 
In comparison, the Wikipedia has hitherto remained remarkably independent from 
economic corporations as well as from governmental agencies and educational insti-
tutions. The economic autonomy is dramatically highlighted by the complete lack of 
advertisements and the very low operational budget (of about $ 1.5 mio per year) that 
is mainly covered by a multitude of rather small individual donations. While “blind 
spots” and censuring endeavours are certainly existing, they seem to be associated 
more with idiosyncratic personal sensitivities than with larger-scale institutional inter-
ests and strategies.  While this all-round autonomy is certainly a highly valuable as-
set, it is also a source of risks because it makes the WP “underdetermined” (Berin-
stein 2006) and therefore vulnerable to any kind of intrusions, assaults and even 
“kidnappings” by any highly active particularistic groups.  
 

                                            
17 http://enciclopedia.us.es/index.php/Enciclopedia_Libre_Universal_en_Espa%F1ol 
18 http://www.wikinfo.org/wiki.php? 
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4.4 Flexible polymorphic organization 

Conventional encyclopedias are produced under the condition that many parameters 
are rather irreversibly fixed in advance. For instance, the realm of knowledge to be 
included has to be circumscribed, lists of experts to be called for contribution have to 
be compiled, and the organization of the whole enterprise (in terms of roles, compe-
tences, norms, procedures, deadlines etc.) has to be defined. 
In many cases, there additional exogenous constraints: the publication has to insert 
itself into the tradition of anteceding editions of the same product (e. g. Brockhaus or 
EB), it has to fit into the larger edition program of the publishing house, and expecta-
tions of potent sponsors may have to be satisfied. 
As a consequence, such printing enterprises are likely to be overdetermined: far from 
being flexible for adapting to environmental needs, the personal and organizational 
parameters may even be in contradiction to the stated mission and the concrete func-
tional needs. 
 
Wiki encyclopedias do not require such antecedent decisions. They may start “from 
the scrap” as very embryonic projects without any explicit planning and design. 
Within a process of unplanned incremental growth and “open-ended evolution”, it will 
be determined ex post what contents are considered, who participates in what way 
and what kind of organizational procedures and structures may develop as a result of 
manifold smaller decisions and adaptations. Of course such projects are likely to be 
“underdetermined” because on the one hand, structures are flexible enough to adapt 
to task needs an environmental conditions; on the other hand, such conditions are 
themselves not “given”, but subject to changing collective decisions. 
Evidently, Wikipedias are better adapted to highly complex and dynamic societies 
where the parameters needed for organization building are not known ex ante, be-
cause  

- the world of relevant knowledge is so rich and so volatile that it cannot be 
represented in a blueprint model;  

- the distribution of knowledge among members of society cannot be known, 
and  

- the activities needed for selecting, formulating and synthesizing encyclope-
dic contents are so manifold that they cannot be reduced to formalized pro-
cedures. 

 
Apart from its anchoring in the Wikimedia foundation, the Wikipedia’s internal struc-
ture is primarily shaped by endogenous forces, and it is highly flexible and self-
transformative, because it does not rely on the acknowledgement of externally gen-
erated status criteria like family background, educational degrees or professional 
reputation. 
Evidently, it is certainly not an “expertocracy” governed by a reputational elite with 
formal educational credentials; it doesn’t contain any trace of an “aristocracy” based 
on outstanding family background and breeding; and it is not a dictatorship stabilized 
by the repression and sanctioning of dissident voices.  
 
Instead, it starts with “equipotent” participants and status inequalities are generated 
ex post as a consequence of different levels and qualities of performance. 
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“Equipotency means that there is no prior formal filtering for participation, but rather 
that it is the immediate practice of cooperation which determines the expertise and 
level of participation. It does not deny ‘authority’, but only fixed forced hierarchy, and 
therefore accepts authority based on expertise, initiation of the project, etc.” (Bau-
wens 2005). 
 
This means that participants have primarily to relay on their own judgment whether 
they are knowledgeable enough to contribute to a specific topic, or what they have to 
learn additionally in order to possess all the relevant information. And when modify-
ing already existing texts, they need enough self-confidence for being sure that they 
know better than their predecessors. Especially in the large sphere of more marginal 
articles seldom read by anybody, it is crucial that only the most knowledgeable indi-
viduals feel a motivation for writing, while ignorants have at least enough insight for 
remaining inactive. 
 
While this “anarchistic individualism” has proven to be a viable starting point (be-
cause it does not predetermine specific organizational structures), there was never 
the intention to cling to it for fundamentalist ideological reasons. Instead, the overall 
mission to create a reliable encyclopedia made it necessary to create incrementally a 
highly “polymorphic” system that combines elements of very diverse regime types 
and organizational structures.19 
 
First, It is still “anarchistic” in the sense that everybody can actively participate with-
out membership duties, without even disclosing his or her personal identity. 
 
Secondly, it is “autocratic” insofar as the founder (Jimmy Wales) has the towering 
role of a “God King” who can intervene in any possible ways without constitutional 
controls (Pink 2005. There is even an element of “latent totalitarianism” in the sense 
that an unlimited centralization of power is easily possible without any constitutional 
controls. Thus, Jimmy Wales himself and some of his admins sometimes exert the 
power to “redefine” even the history of Wikipedia: by eradicating earlier text versions 
so that no hints remain that they have ever existed.  Evidently, the leadership of 
Wales was particularly crucial at the inception of the Wikipedia project where it was 
important to define the mission (to create an encyclopedia, and nothing else) as well 
as the most important behavioral norms. (e.g. the principle of neutrality). While the 
personal (somewhat “charismatic”) authority of Wales may be large accepted cur-
rently because he is considered as a “benevolent dictator”, it questionable how this 
personal authority will ever be substituted when he leaves. 
 
Third, it is “bureaucratic” insofar as various roles with highly formalized competences 
and duties have been created. In fact the Wikipedia confirms the regularity that when 
open social systems want to maintain a higher state of order, they are forced to gen-
erate high (and permanently increasing) levels of formalization and highly sophisti-
cated mechanisms of control, because they have to deal with a very large variety of 
problem cases and with very heterogeneous collaborators. An increasing number of 
“admins” is regularly patrolling the system: with special competencies to block edit-
ing, delete articles and revert texts to earlier versions. Their appointment has itself 
become a matter or highly formalized nomination and voting rules , so that superior 
                                            
19 “Power structure” http://meta.wikimedia.org/wiki/Power_structure 
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“bureaucrat” and "steward" positions had to be created for supervising and guiding 
the procedures, and a highest elite of "developers" has emerged that can implement 
direct changes to the software and database. In addition, mediation bodies and a 
higher ranking “arbitration committee” have been installed to rule in cases of severe 
edit wars. And most importantly: an increasing canon of explicit rules, norms and 
procedures is formulated for informing all users about the provisions they have to 
take when creating new or editing existing entries, and for guiding their informal polic-
ing activities. However, these bureaucratic mechanisms have only a subsidiary role 
insofar as they come into play only “after substantial play has been given to self-
policing by participants, and to informal and quasi-formal community based dispute 
resolution mechanisms.“ (Benkler 2006: 104). 
 
Fifth, the Wikipedia is “democratic” insofar as “admins” are selected by elective ma-
jorities (even if such elections are not based on a representative participation), and 
as many other decisions are the result of lively open discourse and deliberation (e. g. 
on the “talk” pages). 
 
Sixth, it is somewhat “plutocratic” to the degree that is depends financially on donors 
who may have a say over the strategy of the whole enterprise, and that considerable 
power is exerted by the governing board of the “Wikimedia foundation” – the non-
profit frame organization which owns all material assets. 
 
Seventh, it is “technocratic” insofar as specialists determine the development of 
Wikipedia on the software level (protocols, programs and network technologies). 
 
And eight, finally, it is certainly highly “meritocratic” because only participants with 
high activity level and excellent performance records have a chance of being ap-
pointed to higher roles.20 
 

4.5. Community embedment 

Formal organizations are typically embedded in larger, less formalized structures. 
Many are components of societal institutions (like economy, polity, military, educa-
tion) from which they derive their basic values, norms and structural patterns (Pow-
ell/DiMaggio 1991), and others are parts of ethnic or religious collectivities or world-
wide social movements (Zald/McCarthy 1987: passim). 
 
In the case of the Wikipedia, this larger substrate may well be called a “community”: 
in the sense of a rather stable collectivity that acts as a breeding ground für common 
values and behavioral standards, as a group context for interpersonal communica-
tion, as a reference group for personal identification and as a supraindividual agency 
for effective socialization and social control: 
“The important point is that Wikipedia requires not only mechanical cooperation 
among people, but a commitment to a particular style of writing and describing con-
cepts that is far from intuitive or natural to people. It requires self-discipline. It en-
forces the behavior it requires primarily through appeal to the common enterprise that 
the participants are engaged in, coupled with a thoroughly transparent platform that 

                                            
20 see: Wikipedia: Machtstruktur  http://de.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Machtstruktur 



Hans Geser. From the Britannica to the Worldwide Wiki        http://socio.ch/intcom/t_hgeser16.pdf 

 22

faithfully records and renders all individual interventions in the common project and 
facilitates discourse among participants about how their contributions do, or do not, 
contribute to this common enterprise. This combination of an explicit statement of 
common purpose, transparency, and the ability of participants to identify each other’s 
actions and counteract them—that is, edit out “bad” or “faithless” definitions—seems 
to have succeeded in keeping this community from devolving into inefficacy or 
worse.” (Benkler 2006). 
 
As seen in many other cases, the Internet gives rise to new collectivities by allowing 
self-recruiting activists and self-constituted groupings to gain worldwide visibility and 
reputation by pooling their efforts and resources producing widely accepted goods 
and services. 
Thus, the Linux community has become potent enough to challenge Microsoft on the 
level of operation system software, and the Wikipedia community seems to approach 
the status of global “cognitive authority” defining the canon of “uncontested human 
knowledge” as a result of a very extensive and long-term process of cooperative in-
teraction. 
“A thorough analysis of Wikipedia's policies and practices reveals an encyclopedia 
whose goal is to objectively reflect the popular perceptions of the general public, es-
pecially of the dominant, Wikipedian majority perceptions about cultural, scientific 
and intellectual issues.”21 
 
Because formal hierarchical control is weak or inexistent, control has to be provided 
by the contributors in the form of self-guidance on the one hand and mutual peer-
control on the other. Thus, the anticipation of being corrected by others subsequently 
can act as a powerful motivation to avoid errors: 
“….knowing that another user can delete or modify my contribution if it is wrong or 
badly written compels you to try to get it right, so they won't have to.” (Wilson 2006). 
 
The Wikipedia community resembles much more traditional communities in its ten-
dency to close itself up and to keep itself clean from “deviant” and “unfitting” external 
intrusions. Such segregative tendencies are vividly seen in the “external link para-
noia”: the widespread inclination of user-editors to minimize the hyperlinks leading to 
external websites, because they may lead the visitors astray to spheres “polluted” 
with ideology or commercialization.  
“….many users at Wikipedia feel obliged to remove most or all external website links 
added to articles, whether they are useful or not. This includes legitimate links to 
websites directly related to the article at hand, perhaps because that external site has 
advertisements. Further, those who regularly add external links will find themselves 
being labelled as spammers or self-promoters and warned to cease their efforts or 
face being banned.”22 
 
As a consequence, the integration of Wikipedia articles in the WWW is relatively low. 
 

                                            
21 Critical Views of Wikipedia http://www.wikinfo.org/wiki.php?title=Critical_views_of_Wikipedia 
22 Wikinfo: Critical Views about Wikipedia  
http://www.wikinfo.org/wiki.php?title=Critical_views_of_Wikipedia 
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In some aspects, the Wikipedia is dominated by a “geek adhocracy”23: an aggrega-
tion of self-recruited activists whose dedication to the project is expressed in a very 
large amount of editing activity. 
“A vigilant army of self-styled Wikipedians defend the site and enforce community 
policies based on the principle that Wikipedia is an encyclopedia and not a forum for 
advertisements, slanderous remarks or pictures of your cat. They police the site to try 
to establish a neutral point of view, warn users against violating copyrights, and call 
for respect toward the contributions of others. (Wilson 2006). 
 
Interestingly, the Wikipedia community has reproduced in the digital sphere the same 
dichotomy between "frontstage" and "backstage" performances that - according to 
Goffman - is a general characteristic of groups operating before a public (Goffman 
1959). 
 
On the one hand, there is the frontstage of serious work relationships: resulting in the 
articles everybody can see. Here, individuals are under pressure to be behavior in a 
highly disciplined: conforming to collective norms that strongly forbid the expression 
of subjective emotions, opinions or the playing out of intimate interpersonal relations. 
On the other side, there is a high backstage of talk pages, online conference meet-
ings and bilateral exchanges, that allow the playing out of spontaneous  personalized 
activities and the satisfaction of socio-emotional needs. 
“Like at a paid job, some people choose to extend the relationships they have within 
the ‘workplace’ to a context outside the workplace. Metaphorically (and, sometimes, 
literally!), they stop by the pub with their workmates and have a few beers. They may 
joke about situations "on the job", they may talk about their personal lives. They may 
even do back-of-the-napkin brainstorming sessions that fix problems nobody ex-
pected. "Beers after work" happens on talk pages, User talk pages, on the mailing 
lists, in edit summaries, in person-to-person meetups, in private email, in IRC or Jab-
ber chatrooms... the list goes on and on. Whenever Wikipedians drop their business-
like demeanor and address each other as human beings, with warmth and personal-
ity, there's the smell of beer somewhere in the digital air.”24 

 

4.6 Keeping pace with current events and discoveries 

Given the very long-term production and diffusion processes, conventional encyclo-
pedias had all a strong bias in favor of past knowledge and knowledge about the 
past. This distance from current knowledge was aggravated by the need to check 
everything thoroughly (in order to preserve the reputation for reliability), and a strong 
tendency to rely on extant texts that have appeared in earlier encyclopaedic editions. 
Therefore, they always focused very much on knowledge as a stable, fully consen-
sual canon of immutable facts (e. g. historical events, geographical locations, or just 
the meaning and spelling of words) or regularities (e. g. mathematical or natural 
laws), and they abhorred the fields of insecure and volatile knowledge where the 
state of the art changes weekly as a consequence of ongoing controversies and new 

                                            
23 for the meaning of this term, see Klein 2000. 
24 The Wikipedia Community 
http://meta.wikimedia.org/wiki/The_Wikipedia_Community 
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scientific publications. Many (like Zedlers gigantic “Grosses vollständiges Universal-
Lexicon”) did not include biographies of living persons. Most in harmony with the 
clumsy printing technology were thus dictionaries, gazetteers and historical encyclo-
pedias: mere compilations of atomized information pieces that had never to be re-
vised. The bias toward stable knowledge had also the effect that many encyclopedias 
offered themselves as treasuries of highly established elitist culture. Thus, the Brock-
haus “Konversationslexikon” had the explicit goal of making bourgeois parvenus fit 
for successful participation in the more polite aristocratic circles of their time. 
 
Therefore, only encyclopedias of very traditional societies could maintain the concep-
tion that they were mirroring the whole of true knowledge: e. g. the middle age ency-
clopedia “Speculum majus” of Vincent de Beauvais (1244) which aimed to provide a 
definitive view of “the world how it is and how it should become”). 
 
At least since the Renaissance, encyclopedias have given up such ambitions by ac-
knowledging that in a dynamic society with permanently advancing knowledge, at-
tempts to crystallize out stable knowledge compilations can only have very limited 
success. The more the focus shifted toward natural sciences and technological 
branches, the more they had to face a world of constantly changing knowledge – 
without becoming ever able to react to such changes in any flexible way. 
 
A very clumsy way to keep pace was to add periodic updates in the form of monthly 
additions (e.g. the “Larousse mensuel illustré” since 1907) or yearly volumes: (e. g. 
the “Britannica Book of the Year” since 1938). As there was no way to integrate the 
chronological additions into the alphabetical or systematic structure of the original 
encyclopedia itself, they were not very helpful for the readers, because an ever grow-
ing number of chronological volumes had to be consulted. However, they had a use-
ful function in complementing news media by setting daily events in a broader, ency-
clopedian perspective, because  
“….they provide a more reasoned assessment and perspective than the daily news-
papers and the weekly commentaries can usually achieve.”25 
  
Of course, there was also a sharp trade-off between size and up-dating possibilities.  
Only one-volume lexica (like the medical "Pschyrembel") could be frequently updated 
to keep pace with changing knowledge and terminologies. Paradoxically, updating 
was most difficult in the case of encylopedias most needing it: large multivolume 
works that contained detailed information much more subject to change than shorter 
dictionary entries. 
This explains why the intervals between subsequent editions of the Encyclopaedia 
Britannica have increased between the 18th and the 19th century26, despite the im-
mensely accelerated production of new knowledge that would have made more fre-
quent updates highly desirable.  
 
In the 20th century, innovations in printing (allowing early revisions) were the basis for 
the institutionalization of permanently staffed departments dedicated to continuous 
updating procedures. 

                                            
25 Encyclopaedia Britannica 2004; entry “Encyclopedia”. 
26 The first edition (1768–71) was replaced by an essentially new and enlarged second edition in 
1777–84; while the ninth edition (1875–89), remained in print until 1910. 



Hans Geser. From the Britannica to the Worldwide Wiki        http://socio.ch/intcom/t_hgeser16.pdf 

 25

“Several publishers were able to take advantage of 20th-century printing technolo-
gies to reprint their sets on an annual basis and to introduce into each new printing 
as many revised entries as possible. The system implies the existence of a perma-
nent editorial department able, with the assistance of academic advisers and article 
authors, to monitor the condition of entries on a constant basis.”27  
 
Similarly, there was always a very unfortunate trade-off between updating capacities 
and the degree of interdependence and synthesis of the knowledge presented.  
Updating is most easy in the case of highly atomized, fragmented knowledge struc-
tures like dictionaries or gazetteers, because each change or addition is only affect-
ing a single article. The more knowledge is presented in interdependent structures, 
the more frequently it occurs that a modification has an impact on several articles. 
For instance, when the biography of a politician has to be reassessed, this may have 
implications for other articles like the history of his country or his political party, in 
which this same person is involved. Similarly the emergence of a new scientific the-
ory may affect many articles where its impact on the interpretation and explanation of 
different phenomena are discussed.  
 
One of the most fundamental and most problematic innovations of the Wikipedia is to 
expand the notion of “encyclopaedic knowledge” to phenomena of contemporary so-
ciety and culture, to living persons and to current developments and events – thus 
entering into competition with journals, magazines and other news sources in the 
Mainstrem Media system as well as in the Net. 
First, this implies that much of its content is focussing on matters widely apart from 
the canon of classical culture (like that transmitted in institutions of formal education) 
e. g., Computer games, TV series or Heavy Metal music productions. Given the 
rather low average age of many most prolific collaborators (see 4.1), it is not aston-
ishing that the entry about Augustinus is less comprehensive than that about Britney 
Spears. 
Secondly, many articles are inevitably incomplete, erroneous and controversial, be-
cause they refer to subjects still in the realm of change and ongoing public discus-
sion: e. g. recent scientific discoveries, still active writers or singers or unfolding po-
litical events.  While the Wikipedia certainly derives a major part of its skyrocketing 
popularity from the fact that it can also be consulted in such current matters, it also 
suffers from the additional unrealistic expectations associated with fulfilling this wid-
ened role. 
This problem has been dramatically highlighted at the death of Kenneth Lay (men-
tioned above), when the Wikipedia was heavily criticized because the true cause of 
death was only reported with some hours delay. Of course, such denouncements are 
just revealing to what degree the Wikipedia has already gained the status of a uni-
versal news-knowledge provider – not to be compared with a conventional encyclo-
pedia which is given years for collecting, examinating and reporting such kind of in-
formation. 
However, it is remarkable that even the Wikipedia has preserved a conservative bias 
by disallowing the publication of any “original scientific studies”.28 In other words: en-
cyclopedic knowledge is still “second hand knowledge” that has already been certi-
fied by the academic community: so that very new, not yet certified knowledge has 
                                            
27 Encyclopaedia Britannica 2004; entry “Encyclopedia”. 
28 Wikipedia: No Original Research. http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:No_original_research 
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no place. Another ”traditionalizing” effect of Wikipedia stems from the easyness with 
which already existing online texts can be included by simple “copy and paste”. 
Thus, the Wikipedia contains much material from rather antiquated encyclopedias 
that have been publicized on the WWW because they have become part of the public 
domain (e. g. the Encyclopaedia Britannica of 1911 and the “Catholic “Encyclopedia” 
of 1913). 
 
Given its permanent modifications, however, the Wikipedia remains in a state of fluid-
ity that makes it difficult to to integrate its contents into larger and more stable cultural 
productions. For instance, it is difficult to cite a Wikipedia article in any other text 
(online or offline), because one always has to indicate at what exact time the article 
has been retrieved – it might have looked different a few minutes earlier and might be 
modified a moment later. 
 

4.7 Changing usage patterns and user roles 

4.6.1 Increased accessibility 
 
Conventional encyclopedias are ridden by an unfortunate trade-off between size and 
usability. Only small packet editions are accessible in a way their knowledge can be 
retrieved in a manifold of places and situation and become part of many different 
human activities and social communications.  
Larger editions are clumsy to handle, typically stationary in libraries or other rooms 
where few other activities than mere reading takes place. 
As a consequence, many explicit ambitions of paper encyclopedias had to remain 
utopian: the Brockhaus or Meyer notion that it should support educated human dis-
course (“Konversationslexikon”) as well as the old Roman perspective that by provid-
ing all relevant human knowledge, encyclopedias could help individuals to carry out 
all their daily tasks on a higher level of competence. 
The mere physical problem of handling many heavy volumes is an obstacle for cogni-
tive synthesization. In fact, the increasing the number of articles has inevitably to be 
paid by a rising fragmentation of knowledge, because even when many cross-
references are included (as in the classical Brockhaus editions), they are not likely to 
be followed because too much effort is needed to switch between different tomes. 
Thus, the trend toward dictionary type encyclopedias with many smaller entries since 
the 19th century (Brockhaus, Meyer, Larousse) has almost eliminated the possibility 
to transmit more complex knowledge structures that transcend the atomized level of 
explaining the meaning of particular words, concepts or names. 
 
The Wikipedia’s accessibility is much higher for three different reasons 

1. Hundreds of million users can reach it almost anytime and anyplace on the 
WWW. 

2. Every single user can access it in a large variety of situational conditions and 
roles: e. g. for getting immediately a specific practical information for solving a 
current problem or for inserting it in a developing document or mail communi-
cation. The chances that such knowledge is actually mobilized when need 
arises are far greater – and they will increase additionally when Wikipedia 
knowledge is universally available in mobile hand-held devices. 
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3. Given the densely-knit hypertext structure of the Wikipedia, every user has at 
every moment a multiplicity of possible ways for navigating through the sys-
tem: thus realizing his specific preferences or optimizing the way new knowl-
edge can be integrated with what he or she already knows. In other words: in-
dividuals are better able to transform decontextualized universal encyclopae-
dic knowledge into contextualized individual knowledge that can be assimi-
lated to particular individual thoughts and activities as well as social communi-
cations and cooperations. 

 
This easy integration into microsocial contexts and individual roles provides good 
preconditions for expanding the sphere of the encyclopedia from factual and theoreti-
cal “know-what” knowledge to practical “know-how” knowledge that can be used in 
everyday life for guiding any kind of human action. For instance, by including advices 
about how to counter hiccups, how to relieve headache or how to prepare espresso 
coffee, the Wikipedia revives encyclopedic traditions of the 18th century where a 
similar weight was laid on such practical knowledge (e. g. the first edition of the En-
cyclopaedia Britannica 1768-71) – but with far better chances that it will be factually 
applied. 
Given their easy accessibility (irrespective of size and internal fragmentation), digital 
encyclopedias can fulfill better the function for which their conventional forerunners 
have already been explicitly conceived: encouraging individuals to enlarge their cog-
nitive world by acquiring at least some basic knowledge about a topic beyond their 
daily experience and professional expertise.  
 
 
4.6.2 Combining receptive and participative roles 
 
Until the 16th century, encyclopaedists conceived their works for a small, rather neatly 
circumscribed circle of recipients that shared not only the same language, but also 
the cultural and religious background of the producers. 
To the degree that these people knew each other personally, there could also be 
high informal feedback – among the recipients as well as between recipients and 
producers. 
“In a way, they were performing the duties of a personal librarian in that they drew 
their readers' attention to innumerable passages that they believed might be useful to 
them in their worker their private lives.”29  
 
In the following period, printing technology was responsible for a drastic dissociation 
between producers and consumers. As editors were increasingly confronted with an 
anonymous unknown public, they lacked the necessary information for matching their 
works with the recipient’s preferences.  
As a consequence, we see the spread of extremely “producer-guided” encyclopedias 
that are primarily conceived for expressing the cultural tradition of a national elite or 
the ideology of a intellectual movement (like the French encyclopédie), not for satisfy-
ing any needs of potential readers. 
This dissociation was reinforced by the almost complete lack of backchannels: so 
that editors got no feedback from the reader’s side that would have helped them to 
adapt better to their wishes. 
 
                                            
29 Encyclopaedia Britannica 2004; article „Encyclopedia“ 
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In other words; there was a rigid trade off between expansion of readership and 
feedback: The wider the distribution (thanks to mass printing), the less it was possi-
ble to anticipate the structure and composition of recipients, and the more complete 
were producers socially isolated from their readers. 
When using a conventional encyclopedia, I completely embrace the role of a pure 
recipient that accepts the found information as true.  This generalized confidence 
may of course be based on the high reputation of the encyclopedia as a professional 
and reliable source, but in addition, it is also made inevitable because as a reader of 
the encyclopedia, I have no immediate access to alternative information sources and 
no possibility to communicate with the responsible producers. Under these condi-
tions, of course, reliability is absolutely essential; unreliable encyclopedias are com-
pletely useless. As a consequence, printed encyclopedias resemble phone directo-
ries or train timetables by aiming at an ideal state of “complete accuracy” - what im-
plies heavy costs because highest marginal costs are associated with finding and 
eliminating the very last remaining error. 
Thus, conventional encyclopedias foster the regressive role of an “unconditional be-
liever” who doesn’t take any critical stance. Publishing occurs only at the final point of 
a very long and complicated editing process that is usually completely hidden from 
the eyes of outside observers. This implies the premise that readers are only inter-
ested in the product, not in the intermediate processes of production. 
 
By contrast, Wikipedias develop in public, so that all participants can not only ob-
serve and evaluate all successive stages of development, but also participate in the 
formation and modification of the rules by which they are guided, and intervene 
whenever they see a reason. Thus, the categorical dichotomy between “producers” 
and “readers” gives way to the hybrid role of the “participant” or “user” who can com-
bine both roles in a way completely at his own choosing: by sifting through materials 
others have written at one moment and by posting his own contribution at another. 
As every article is permanently “under construction”, users feel invited to read every-
thing with a critical eye and fundamental provisos: ready to validate any information 
by additional sources whenever absolute certainty has to be achieved. 
As a Wikipedia user, therefore, my role is rather complicated, because I have to 
combine my stance as a “faithful recipient” with an element of skeptical role-distance: 
maybe the current content contains errors or has been vandalized ten minutes ago – 
and in both cases, I may assume the responsibility of not only recognizing and notify-
ing, but just eliminating such flaws. 
 
It has often been remarked that in contrast to oral speech, written texts facilitate criti-
cal reflexivity because they stand out as objectified artefacts that can be interpreted 
by anybody at very different occasions from widely different angles. Thus, they give 
rise to a communicative meta-level where they themselves become the object of oral 
talk or written commentaries. However, these reflexive capacities could not develop 
fully in the printing age, because in most cases, readers had no feedback channels 
available for expressing and communicating their thoughts. 
 
Digital texts on the Internet are disposed to catalyze much higher levels of reflexivity 
for two reasons: 
1) because feedbacks can easily be made by using the same medium that has given 
rise to the primary text; 
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2) because feedbacks are themselves in a written form: so that they easily become 
themselves the objects for further (their order) reactions. 
 
Wikis have a particular capacity to induce reflexivity, because they make it extremely 
easy for every user to implement changes and commentaries, while keeping every-
thing that was ever written ready for retrieval. 
Thus, the Wikipedia invites me to read articles with the critical eye of a potential cor-
rector because I have the permission to make changes whenever I see the need. In 
addition, I may feel invited to post my opinion on the appending “talk page” where 
there is lively discussion about controversial issues (on a terminological, conceptual 
or substantive level). 
 
On a more general level, the Wikipedia catalyzes reflection because millions of users 
contribute to a very wide range of opinions and preferences – engendering contro-
versies on the primary level of substantive knowledge as well as on the metalevel of 
procedural norms. 
For instance, highly sophisticated discussions about the neutrality principle are con-
stantly going on: giving rise to a heightened self-reflection about all the subtle, implicit 
ways it can be violated (e. g. by using insinuating “weasel words”). 
“One of the phenomena we are beginning to observe on the Internet is an emerging 
culture of conversation about culture, which is both self-conscious and informed by 
linking or quoting from specific reference points. The flexibility with which cultural ar-
tefacts can be rendered, preserved, and surrounded by different context and discus-
sion makes it easy for anyone, anywhere, to make a self-conscious statement about 
culture. The result is, as we are already seeing it, the emergence of widely accessi-
ble, self-conscious conversation about the meaning of contemporary culture by those 
who inhabit it.” (Benkler 2006: 294). 
 
By its mere lack of reliability, the Wikipedia demands mature recipients that are ca-
pable of receiving information while at the same time preserving a critical attitude: 
motivating them to corroborate the information by consulting additional sources.  
A critical stance is particularly encouraged in cases where an article is highlighted as 
being “controversial” (e. g. about Taliban, homosexuality etc.): so that users know in 
advance that they have to rely on their own judgment, instead of absorbing a nonpar-
tisan, “absolutely neutral” point of view. 
 
Evidently, all these possibilities for personal participation provide ample opportunities 
to solve tensions and conflicts in smooth, inconspicuous ways. If I disagree with an 
entry in a conventional printed encyclopedia, I have no alternative than to protest 
harshly or even sue the editors legally. When the same happens with a Wikipedia 
entry, I have many other less offensive options: correcting the entry yourself or writ-
ing to admins that it should be corrected. 
Similarly, when articles are of low quality and transport erroneous information, this 
may not be a reason for denouncing the whole enterprise and for changing to alter-
native encyclopedias, but just engender the motivation to contribute personally to an 
improvement. 
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4.8 Public visibility of production processes and resilient adapta-
tion 

Since the Renaissance, Western societies have focussed very much on culture as an 
arena of individual productions (text, pictures, music compositions etc.) neatly attrib-
utable to single authors. More than that, every new work should stand out from oth-
ers by “originality”: showing a singularity of features not realized anywhere in the past 
and not repeatable in the future. Of course, strategies of individual attribution may be 
functional for boosting individual motivations: a major reason why it is also wide-
spread in the academic sciences: serving as a driving force for individual careers and 
reputation. However, we all know to what degree major cultural achievements are 
factually the products of widespread and enduring collective efforts. 
Thus, the evolution of law has been promoted by a multitude of infinitesimal contribu-
tions like court judgments, legal commentaries or academic opinions; and advanced 
technologies are the results of manifold improvements enacted by anonymous engi-
neers and technicians. 
Typically, we just see the products, while the production processes remain hidden: 
inaccessible for analysis as well as for deliberate control. Thus, when Ber-
ger/Luckmann follow Husserl and Schütz in characterizing empirical reality as an “in-
tersubjective construction”, they just indicate at the result without unveiling the under-
lying processes that have lead to it –so that it remains unclear who has participated 
to what extent, and whether the said processes could have let to alternative results 
(Berger/Luckmann 1999: passim).. 
 
The word “tradition” is usually applied to such past legacies in which we find our-
selves embedded like in natural biotopes, unable to know why and how they have 
come into existence and unable to determine their further development in the future. 
Seen under this perspective, the online productions in Peer-to-Peer networks are 
innovative in the sense that they make cultural production processes explicit and 
completely visible to all interested eyes. They share with “traditions” the basic feature 
that the products of collective endeavours degrade individual authors to the modest 
role of mere “contributors”. But unlike “traditions”, these contributions can be identi-
fied, regulated, modified or reverted at will, and the system of rules under which 
these contributions generated can be explicitly stated and systematized as well as 
changed by specified authorities and transparent formal procedures. 
 
From a functional point of view, this provides the basis for flexible self-correction 
processes that enable the Wikipedia to cope successfully with a wide range of ex-
ogenous and endogenous disturbances. 
 
Social systems can be classified according to they way they deal with events that 
may threaten their essential structures and functioning's. At the one extreme point, 
there are “resistant systems” that defend themselves against disturbances by pre-
venting their emergence (by suppressive activities) or their intrusion (by boundary 
controls and filtering). At the other extreme, we find “resilient systems” that allow any 
disturbances to enter, but then mobilize self-correcting activities in order to eliminate 
them in due time or to make them compatible with their own structures and goals. 
Conventional encyclopedias are clearly “resistant systems” that emerge in the con-
text of formalized and centralized organization. By applying highly selective methods 
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of recruitment, bureaucratic rules and permanent supervisory controls, they take care 
that from the onset, no deviant productions caused by dilettantism or intentional van-
dalism are generated. Such unbending discipline is all the more important as texts 
are finally frozen on paper, so that no corrections can be made ex post. 
 
By contrast, the Wikipedia exemplifies the resilient-type system that remains perma-
nently vulnerable to all kinds of disturbances, so that the maintenance of order is 
completely dependent on the self-correcting activities that set in after they have in-
truded. As all the subsequent versions of an article are stored in the “page history”, it 
is technically extremely easy for anybody to cancel any recent changes by just re-
storing an older version. This feature results in a “conservative bias” which is of 
course functional for fighting vandalists or fierce ideological crusaders, but which may 
also discourage new contributions (because of the fear that even very laborious con-
tributions are just wiped out). 
 
In a study of the page histories of Wikipedia's English language version, MIT and IBM 
researchers Viégas, Wattenberg, and Dave have demonstrated that most Wikipedia 
vandalizations are usually corrected within very short time (a few minutes), so they 
will escape the notice of most users. 
“Our chief conclusion is that Wikipedia and its audience must be viewed as a system 
in which constant change is a source of strength as well as weakness. The site is 
subject to frequent vandalism and inaccuracy, just as skeptics might suspect—but 
the active Wikipedia community rapidly and effectively repairs most damage. Indeed, 
one type of malicious edit we examined is typically repaired within two minutes.” 
(Viéga/Wattenberg/Dave 2004) 
 
The efficiency in dealing with vandalism demonstrates vividly that Wikipedians consti-
tute a tight community – despite the large geographical distances and very weak per-
sonal ties among the members: 
“What is perhaps surprising is that this success occurs not in a tightly knit community 
with many social relations to reinforce the sense of common purpose and the social 
norms embodying it, but in a large and geographically dispersed group of otherwise 
unrelated participants. It suggests that even in a group of this size, social norms cou-
pled with a facility to allow any participant to edit out purposeful or mistaken devia-
tions in contravention of the social norms, and a robust platform for largely unmedi-
ated conversation, keep the group on track.” (Benkler 2006: 74). 
  
Resilience implies that at any given moment, the system looks somewhat degraded 
or even chaotic, because it contains a certain number of (yet) uncorrected errors, Of 
course, no such deficiencies are tolerable in cases where information has to abso-
lutely reliable because highly consequential actions are based on them (e. g. timeta-
bles, price lists, legal codes, telephone directories etc.). 
On the other hand, resilience provides flexibility and openness for innovation, be-
cause systems remain free to decide which of the intrusions have to be treated as 
negative disturbances to be eliminated, and which as should be seen as enriching 
“innovations” that should be kept (or even subject to further elaboration). 
 
Generally, resilience implies that the system’s internal order is permanently depend-
ent on a high level of supervisory and correcting activity exerted by large numbers of 
participants, and on a rather modest flow of disturbances, so that the work load of the 
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controllers is not too high. Thus, the Wikipedia will always have to be embedded in a 
vibrant “Wiki-community” where the basic values as well as the detailed operational 
rules of the system are consciously upheld, transmitted and incessantly concretized 
in specific actions. Resistant systems, on the other hand, can often go along with 
rather simple and rigidly frozen organizational structures, because as they repress or 
filter out so many contingencies, they face a much less complex environment. These 
ongoing adjustments find expression in a rapidly expanding layer of “meta-
communication”: encompassing “particularly all the “talk pages” where the primary 
content of the articles becomes the topic for reflection and controversial discourse. 
Viégas et. al have found that that these talk pages and the additional “meta pages” 
(dedicated to matters of coordination and administration) have experienced a dispor-
portional growth. In the time period considered, their quantitative share in the whole 
text system having increased from 15% to 30% (until October 2005) (Schiff 2006). 
 
Whenever a topic is controversial (e. g. because of ideological and emotional rea-
sons), a transitory period of “irrational” postings characterized by extreme opinions 
can be observed, before more objective, neutral formulations (which then remain 
stable) take the lead.  Sometimes, fierce “edit wars” are engendered between partici-
pants who permanently erase each others version. For setting limits to such escala-
tions, the 3RR rule was established: forbidding any single user to enact more than 
three reversions of a page within 24 hours (except in cases of manifest vandalism).30 
In addition, a temporal protection of a page can be requested in order to cool down 
heated editorial warfare.31 Such temporal measures are highly effective because 
most edit wars is associated with current public moods and discussions that rapidly 
fad away when other topics come up. The more controversial a topic, the longer is 
the time period during which users may be confronted with rather one-sided, opinion-
ated entries. But in the longer run, emotions tend to cool out, so that extremist pas-
sages are weeded out and substituted by more neutral formulations in accordance 
with the official “Neutral Point of View” (NPOV). 
 
Mechanisms of resilient self-corrections are highly functional for dealing with smaller, 
decentralized problem cases that can easily be handled by the voluntary patrollers. 
However, they reach limits in cases of sudden massive disturbances that may lead to 
a “work overload” of these policing members. In such cases, resilience has at least 
partially to be substituted by defensive resistance measures, so that intrusions are 
blocked before they enter the system. 
Such a situation occurred at August 1st 2006, when the American Comedian and 
Satirist Stephen Colbert told his viewers to update the Wikipedia article “Elephant* in 
order to include the information that “the population of African elephants has tripled 
within the last three months.” After this broadcast, dozens of viewers crowded to the 
Wikipedia site in order to insert this addition, while policing users quickly got equally 
active for permanently reverting such massive vandalizations. Very soon, administra-
tors exerted their competence to semi-protect the page: making it temporarily impos-
sible for any unregistered and new users to implement changes. As even registered 
users continued to insert the misinformation, the site then was momentarily com-
pletely immunized against changes by setting it under “full protection.” 

                                            
30 Wikipedia:Three-revert rule: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/WP:3RR 
31 Wikipedia: protection policy http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Protection_policy 
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This example illustrates that in contrast to their printed predecessors, digital encyclo-
pedias can combine resilience and resistance in highly variable ways: e. g. by limiting 
protection to particular pages, user categories and/or specific spans of time. Of 
course, the deliberations over such decisions is also adding to the hypertrophic over-
head of “meta-discussions” as well as to the never-ending expansion of formalized 
procedures and rules. 
 

4.9 Unguided incrementalism and unplanned “memetic evolution” 

In decentralized peer-to-peer networks, there are no hierarchical agencies deciding 
about right and wrong, effectiveness and uselessness or falsity and truth. 
Instead, such authoritative decisions have to be substituted by horizontal control 
processes among the collaborators: preferably guided by similar norms of universal-
ism, communism, disinterestedness and “organized scepticism” as they (should) 
reign in ideal-type scientific communities (Merton 1942). 
Of course, in the case of highly specialized entries where the number of experts and 
visitors is very small, simple lack of manifest dissensus will not be a sufficient indica-
tor that consensus has been reached: because even major insufficiencies and flaws 
can persist for long time spans when nobody takes notice or motivated to make any 
additions. The higher the user activity, however, the more the assumption is justified 
that lacking criticism indicates that “everybody” (or at least: many visitors with very 
different viewpoints) actually agrees – or that some disagree so little that they don’t 
find it worthwhile to articulate dissent or make corrections. 
 
As we can learn from successful scientific or technical communities, such horizontal 
peer exchanges are most functional when all members can easily agree whether a 
contribution made is valuable, a specific problem has been solved, or particular goal 
has been achieved, because the outcomes can be objectively assessed and evalu-
ated. This is certainly the case in open source software production projects (e. g. 
Apache or Linux) where any piece of proposed code can immediately be tested 
whether it is functional or not. Under such conditions, no hierarchical evaluations and 
authoritative selection processes are necessary because successes and failures 
stand out objectively, so that they can easily be verified and corrected by any mem-
ber of the community. 
 
It is evident that in open source encyclopedias, such preconditions are not persis-
tently fulfilled. For sure, there are many contributions whose truth or falsity can easily 
be assessed, because they relate to highly indisputable, objective facts, natural laws 
or mathematical-logical operations. Here, errors may become rapidly eliminated be-
cause whenever a correction “to the better” has been made, nobody has any sound 
reason to return to the earlier version. 
However, many contributions are “arguable” in the sense that they rely on viewpoints, 
opinions and evaluations that vary between the contributors as well as between the 
sources on which they rely. In such cases, the return to hierarchical controls may be 
inevitable in order to end “edit wars” that would never end by themselves because 
there is no objective test for adequacy or truth (Schiff 2006). 
The idea of a Wikipedia would be particularly displaced if a “constructivist” episte-
mology is maintained: because this would mean that instead of general theories 
competing for universal recognition (in a Popperian sense), there are only co-existing 
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“narratives” which are consensually accepted only within confined and transitory "dis-
course communities".  
The most adequate epistemology for the Wikipedia is evidently an objectivist para-
digm of truth: the belief that knowledge about everything can reach a definitive form 
on which all reasonable human beings can (or even must) agree. It’s no surprise that 
Jimmy Wales clings firmly to an objectivist understanding of knowledge which gives 
him the confidence that contributions finally converge in the approximation to a defini-
tive intersubjective and intercultural truth.32 
In the wide areas (like politics, ideologies and religion) where objective truth can 
never be attained, the Wikipedia tries to create to create consensus by clinging to the 
“Neutral Point of View” (NPOV): one of the thee highest-ranking guiding principles of 
the official Wikipedia policy that is defined to be immutable even if all editors would 
agree on a modification.33 
“The neutral point of view attempts to present ideas and facts in such a fashion that 
both supporters and opponents can agree. Of course, 100% agreement is not possi-
ble; there are ideologues in the world who will not concede to any presentation other 
than a forceful statement of their own point of view. We can only seek a type of writ-
ing that is agreeable to essentially rational people who may differ on particular 
points.34 
 
In the tradition of rationalistic strands of philosophical thinking (Leibniz, Kant and 
Habermas), it is supposed that there are highest level principles of “formal reason” on 
which all human subjects – irrespective of any divergences on any “material” ques-
tions – may voluntarily agree. 
"Wikipedia represents a belief in the supremacy of reason and the goodness of oth-
ers. In the Wikipedia ideal, people of goodwill sometimes disagree. But from the re-
spectful clash of opposing viewpoints and the combined wisdom of the many, some-
thing resembling the truth will emerge. Most of the time." (Pink 2005). 
 
In a multicultural world, such a consensus about evident truth can evidently most of-
ten not be reached on the primary level of substantive evaluations or empirical facts, 
but only on the secondary formal level: on the assertion that there exist people who 
hold certain principles for valid or who hold certain facts to be true. 
“An encyclopedic article should not argue that corporations are criminals, even if the 
author believes it to be so. It should instead present the fact that some people_ be-
lieve it, and what their reasons are, and then as well it should present what the other 
side says. Perhaps the easiest way to make your writing more encyclopedic, is to 
write about what people believe, rather than what is so. If this strikes you as some-
how subjectivist or collectivist or imperialist, then ask me about it, because I think that 
you are just mistaken. What people believe is a matter of objective fact, and we can 
present that quite easily from the neutral point of view."(Wales 2001).35 
 

                                            
32 http://dv.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jimmy_Wales 
33 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Neutral_point_of_view 
34 http://en.wikinews.org/wiki/Wikinews:Neutral_point_of_view 
35 Wales, Jimmy  „Neutral Point of View“ 2001 
http://web.archive.org/web/20010416035757/http://www.wikipedia.com/wiki/NeutralPointOfView 
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Thus, only noncontroversial topics can be treated on a primary level (=discussion of 
facts); all controversies have the effect that a topic can only be discussed on a meta-
level: representing “fairly” all the different positions and beliefs. (Sanger 2001).36 
By aiming at a “neutral point of view”, WP envisages an optimistic belief in the possi-
bility of reaching at least a minimum universal canon of human knowledge that is ac-
cepted consensually by all “rational human subjects”, because it cannot be meaning-
fully refuted. 
 
Contrary to most contemporary epistemological philosophers, true Wikipedians be-
lieve in an absolute aperspectively constructed truth existing beyond all cleavages of 
specific human opinions and convictions:  
“Properly speaking, the neutral point of view is not a point of view at all, because 
when one writes neutrally, or without bias, one is very careful not to state (or imply or 
insinuate or carefully but subtly massage the reader into believing) that any particular 
view at all is correct.” (Sanger 2001). 
 
This statement clearly demonstrates how difficult it may be to avoid all perspectivism 
even on subtle, inexplicit levels of textual structuring and linguistic expression.  
For instance, the mere sequence in which positions are represented (or the volume 
of text allocated to them) implies decisions which are most certainly guided by sub-
jective preferences. Similarly, authors will reveal their subjective opinions in innumer-
able other ways: e. g. by characterizing various positions as “popular”, “sectarian” or 
“empirically founded” views, or by focussing content ethnocentrically on their own 
nation and culture (Sanger 2001). 
 
If it is difficult to describe an empirical fact or development fairly, why should it be 
less difficult to describe disputes about such facts or developments in fair, objective 
terms? Can any contributor be expected to have full knowledge about any such dis-
pute and about the number and quality of its supporters (even within a small time 
span and geographical area), especially in cases where they have been shaped by 
many scientists and intellectuals with very different positions? As Sanger states, it is 
useful to treat this as an empirical not as a philosophical question. It can be an-
swered affirmatively in all cases where articles have reached a stage where they are 
factually accepted (=not generating any additional controversial discussions) (Sanger 
2001). 
 
In fact, however, such highly relativistic principles are not fully maintained in the 
Wikipedia, because in most cases, the positions that claim “scientific” validity are 
privileged in relation to “sectarian” exotic positions (even when these would have a 
higher absolute number of believers). (e. g. Darwinist evolution theory is taken much 
more serious than creationist views).  If this “unity of scientific doctrine” would be 
abandoned, the Wikipedia would degenerate into a universe of ethnographic narra-
tives that would have to give room to all endogenous cultures and all (even highly 
exotic) minorities of dissident believers.  
 
While the strategy of representing different viewpoints or theories cannot be 
stretched to include every possible position maintained by any individual or tiny 

                                            
36 Sanger, Larry, Neutral point of view-draft (20. Dec. 2001) 
http://meta.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?title=Neutral_point_of_view--draft&direction=next&oldid=730 
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group, it can nevertheless be applied in order to end “edit wars” between those posi-
tions over which there is an actual fight between different Wiki contributors. 
Thus, we arrive at the conclusion that the “truth” developed in the Wiki process 
merely represents a reconciliation between positions actively maintained by online 
editors: just a “truce” between adversaries who have decided to end edit wars be-
cause they all find their own different views adequately represented – or because 
they have become just too tired to fight on. 
“In order to avoid the problem of endless edit wars--and indeed, for the liberating 
reason of allowing people to make up their minds for themselves--we should agree to 
present each of these views fairly, and not make our articles assert any one of them 
as correct. That is what we mean by making articles "unbiased" or "neutral": to write 
from a neutral point of view, one presents controversial views without asserting them; 
and to do that it generally suffices to present the view in a way that is more or less 
acceptable to its adherents, and also to attribute the view to its adherents.” (Sanger 
2001)37 
 
Thus, the Wikipedia invites us to see the process of human knowledge production as 
a process of Darwinian "memetic evolution"38. The cognitive patterns fittest for sur-
vival are those maintained by strong, highly articulate individuals or groupings moti-
vated and able to defend their views successfully in “edit wars”. If they are completely 
victorious, they may be able to define their opinion as the only “scientifically founded 
position”: so that alternative positions receive much less (or even no) explicit recogni-
tion. 
However, trying to synthesize a “neutral assessment” is in itself an authoritarian en-
deavour because all other (e. g. monographic) representations are implicitly de-
graded as one-sided and ethnocentric, because they have not passed through this 
elaborate process of synthesis and purification. 
 
While the “neutral article” occupies the center place of attention, all these more sub-
jective or ethnocentric articulations are marginalized by being diverted to the collat-
eral “discussion page” where controversies can go on that may later have visible im-
pacts on the article itself. These “talk pages” are the very for a where memetic evolu-
tion processes go on and where everybody can observe how “reality” is constructed 
as an emerging result of free intersubjective communication.  Such constructive en-
deavours are particularly prominent in the case of unprecedent new unfolding events 
or developments, where fundamental problems of conceptualization have to be 
solved. 
This was vividly illustrated in the entry “Israeli-Lebanon conflict" in Summer 2006. 
While an impressively equilibrated exposition has soon be realized as a result of 
9000 edits (between July 12th and July 29th), extensive controversies about very sub-
tle terminological were fought out on the parallel discussion page: whether the proc-
ess described should be named “conflict” or “war”, or whether Israel soldiers have 
been “captured”, “kidnapped” or “abducted”. 
Some articles are my even become temporarily protected from editing until funda-
mental disputes have been resolved.  For instance, the article of “New anti-Semitism” 
was frozen by administrators in May and June 2006 “until disputes on the talk page 

                                            
37 Sanger, Larry, Neutral point of view-draft (20. Dec. 2001) 
http://meta.wikimedia.org/w/index.php?title=Neutral_point_of_view--draft&direction=next&oldid=730 
38 for a clarification of this term, consult Dawkins 1993 and Lynch 1998. 
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have been resolved”.39 The controversy resulted from the fact that he concept “new 
antisemitism” is used by rightists for defamating the political left: by attributing them a 
generalized new tendency to take sides against Israel (and even worse: sympathiz-
ing with blatantly antijudaist moslems). Leaving the page unprotected would have 
resulted in a permanent edit fight between rightist who want to upheld this attribution 
and leftist liberals who deny the justification of the term because they want to draw a 
clear division line between decrying Israel and defamating the Jews. 
“The problem with this article on new anti-Semitism is that it often isn't clear whether 
the text refers to a concept, a term, or reality. To take but one example: a concept 
can't be controversial as such. Only some claim made _about_ the concept can be 
controversial. Only the claim that there _is_ a new anti-Semitism, where "new anti-
Semitism" is understood in a specific sense is controversial. The new anti-Semitism" 
isn't a single concept. It is a term or phrase. Different people who speak or write 
about "the new anti-Semitism" or "a new anti-Semitism" attach different meanings to 
the expression. There are several concepts of "new anti-Semitism". This is one factor 
which makes this Wikipedia article difficult to write. It isn't like writing an article about 
Paris or chimpanzees. Because of the NPOV principle we can't single out only one 
meaning of the term.”40 
While this controversy cannot be avoided of course, it is dealt with in a de-escalating 
manner by diverting it to the discussion page associated with the article. 
In this particular instance, however, protection was lifted after two months without 
that the conflict has been settled by discussion. Instead, some steam has been re-
moved in the meantime because the leftist opponents to the page have founded a 
“revenge page” about Israel's alleged “Apartheid” policy.41  
From such examples, we may draw the trivial lesson that like the UN and other global 
institutions, the Wikipedia cannot expected to solve persistent global conflicts, but at 
best to offer some new opportunities for extensive discourse and sophisticated verbal 
clarification. 

 

5. Conclusive remarks 
 
The Wikipedia is a rather comprehensive object to study, because it is at the same 
time 
 

a) a cultural artefact that has to be grasped as a currently existing hypertext 
structure and can be compared with analogous publications on paper; 

b) an ongoing project that has to be analyzed diachronically as a constant stream 
of individual contributions and modifications, and has to be compared with 
other endeavours of online collaboration (e. g. open source software devel-
opment projects). 

 
Given its amazing complexity and volatility as a product as well as a production proc-
ess and organizational structure, it is difficult to achieve any definitive assessment: e. 
g. whether it is currently approximating, equalizing or even surpassing conventional 
                                            
39 http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=New_anti-Semitism&diff=50525733&oldid=50525704 
40 http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Talk:New_anti-Semitism&diff=51209794&oldid=51207003 
41 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Israel_apartheid 
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encyclopedias on any criteria of quality, or whether it has any chances t5o continue 
its spectacular growth (or at least survive on the present level) in the near and more 
distant future. 
 
In a least controversial functionalist view, nobody will deny that the Internet offers a 
technological platform particularly instrumental for very large scale collective publica-
tion projects, so that the old idea of producing a universal encyclopedia seems better 
realizable than in any earlier periods of history. 
 
Evidently, online encyclopedia projects imply the possibility 
- to realize collaboration among any number and composition of contributors: irres-
pective of their geographical location or any status characteristics and institutional 
affiliation; 
- to make use of a widest spectrum of highly specialized and volatile expertise whose 
whereabouts have not to be known in advance; 
- to give a voice to knowledgeable individuals who may have no other channels for 
expression; 
- to lower overhead costs to a minimum by relying on "discretionary resources", al-
ready existing infrastructure and privately owned “means of production”; 
- to allow highly accessible and flexible ways of collaboration without compulsory 
commitments; 
- to ease collaborative writing in a way that not only articles, but even smallest pas-
sages and wordings can be collectively produced; 
- to create multimedia productions where texts can be amalgamated with pictures, 
videos and audio files; 
- to keep even largest and most complex bodies of knowledge tightly integrated by 
hyperlinking; 
- to keep pace with even very sudden new events and developments by immediate 
adding new or updating existing entries; 
- to facilitate processes of intersubjective knowledge production by providing discus-
sion discussion fora where dissensus can be explicitly expressed and consensus-
seeking deliberation processes can be enacted; 
- to make encyclopaedic knowledge easily accessible in any individual role contexts 
and situations: so that it can penetrate any area of everyday culture, human activity 
and social cooperation; 
- to increase the congruence between demand and supply of knowledge: by encour-
aging recipients to become contributors (“customer-made production”); 
- to cope with abuses and other disturbances by relying on “user patrolling” and by 
creating in a democratic fashion various protective structures, norms and procedures;  
- to create separate encylcopedias in all languages and within even tiny ethnicities 
and cultures almost without any costs and efforts (by simple “forking”); 
- to document the whole process of production: by saving (and keeping fully retriev-
able) all intermediary steps;  
- to increase the stock of “public domain” knowledge that can flow freely because it is 
not subject to copyright or any other proprietary control. 
 
Since he initiated his project in January 2001, Wikipedia founder Jimmy Wales has 
gone a long way to realize his bold promise  to “distribute a free encyclopedia to 
every single person on the planet in their own language”. In the meantime, about 5 
million articles in more than 150 languages have been created, and the number of 
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visitors is currently (November 2006) higher than that of any other non-commercial 
site. 
 
More than that: the Wikipedia has grown not only to be one of the most popular web 
platforms,  but also one of the most authoritative Net Institutions which is daily con-
sulted by thousands of students, teachers, journalists and others who multiply WP 
knowledge orally or by writing to many other receivers. Many of them may not be 
aware that the Wikipedia is the product of anarchic and amateurish procedures; they 
fully trust the information they find, and they are careless (or lazy) enough to consult 
additional corroborating sources. As a consequence, the Wikipedia has ever more 
influence on worldwide processes of knowledge acquisition and knowledge diffusion. 
Unquestionably, it determines the information transported by innumerable academic 
papers, magazine articles, written memoranda and oral talks and lectures all over the 
world. 
Given all these striking measures of success (and indicators of unimpeded further 
growth), there are still reasons for doubt whether the whole project is sustainable be-
cause with increasing size and societal prominence, it may become more manifest 
that it is built on rather shaky grounds.  
 
First of all, the breathtaking popularity of WP contrasts sharply with the fact that it has 
no secure basis for trust. Its rising status as a first order web knowledge resource site 
is somewhat free-floating, because there is no correlative emergence of actors to 
which such far-reaching responsibilities could be attributed: no individuals nor collec-
tive bodies that could be made accountable for the information existing or lacking in 
this amorphous heap of collective contributions (Brandt 2006). 
Somewhat similar to democratic votings, the resulting articles have to be seen as the 
products of anonymous collective processes that derive their legitimacy and accep-
tance form the fact that a set of unknown participants have come to a certain (at least 
majoritarian) agreement. 
Not only is there any lack of professional expertise as a source of authority: users 
must live with the suspicion that any page they visit has been vandalized recently or 
is the product of completely uniformed authors. As anybody can edit and modify any-
thing, even people maintaining highly optimistic views about human nature will not be 
ready to trust fully any article or bit of information, Thus, the Wikipedia is constantly 
accused of being unreliable, or even more strongly – being just a garbage can filled 
with trivia and trash. 
 
This lack of trust has grave behavioural consequences, because for several reasons, 
the Wikipedia is more disposed than conventional encyclopedias disposed to be 
heavily criticised form many sides: 
1) because it is used so extensively and intensively, that errors and quality problems 
become highly visible within very short time; 
2) because users are so heterogeneous that the Wikipedia is confronted with an ever 
expanding spectrum of expectations – which it certainly cannot all fulfil; 
3) because critical users can utter their opinions easily by using the backchannels; 
4) because the success of Wikipedia collides with so many deeply ingrained popular 
beliefs: e.g. the contention that useful performances can only be expected from regu-
larly paid and highly qualified individuals, and that more complex productions can 
only originate within complex bureaucratic organizations. 
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Since its inception, the Wikipedia is vehemently denounced by individuals who base 
their judgement not on extensive empirical research, but just on deductive common 
sense arguments: As everybody can edit and change articles, there must be a high 
level of vandalism and misinformation; as nobody is paid for fact-checking, it is cer-
tain that errors remain uncorrected; as experts face the risks that their contributions 
are subsequentially modified or erased by laymen, their motivation to collaborate will 
inevitably be reduced to zero, as nobody can be made liable and legally sought, 
slandering will spread without limits. 
 
Of course, such deductive arguments abound because it much more cumbersome to 
base judgment on inductive procedures: by selecting a representative sample of 
Wikipedia articles and analyze to what degree they meet standards of quality, consis-
tency and reliable truth. 
While this unprotected exposure is a source of vulnerability, it is on the other hand 
also an excellent precondition for further learning processes and evolution: e. g. for 
developing norms and organizational procedures in order to raise the level of linguis-
tic expression and the reliability of information. 
 
The problem to be solved is the following: which minimal measures of access control, 
hierarchical supervision and professional expertise are necessary in order to wipe out 
vandalism and errors and to ensure reliable, high quality contributions? Instead of 
relying on a thin elite of professional authors and editors from the onset, the Wikipe-
dia has begun with an extremely open structure which of course can be modified ad 
libitum according to emerging needs. Its open-ended evolution is based on similar 
principles as the liberal state where the problem is to find out which minimal con-
straints on the citizen’s freedom are indispensable in order to prevent public disorder. 
 
A second vulnerability stems from the rising eagerness of individuals and organiza-
tions to manipulate the Wikipedias contents in accordance with their interests and 
preferences. The higher the popularity and reference status of the site, the less a 
politician can ignore when his biography contains embarrassing and compromising 
facts, and hundreds of supporters, election contest managers and “media advisers” 
may become active to “correct” the corresponding entries. 
Likewise, every corporation will care that its economic performance and the way it 
treats its employees and customers will be described in a favourable way, and it will 
mobilize its public relations specialists to do the necessary job. This inherent danger 
is illustration by the start of “MyWikiBiz.com” in August 2006: a firm who offers to all 
companies the service of authoring Wikipedia articles about their enterprise and their 
operations.42 
While living persons, active organizations and contemporary events may be most hit 
by such massive interventions, even historical articles (e. g,. about the founders of 
still living religions) may become the center of heated editing contests. Thus, the “re-
silient” capacities of the Wikipedia may be more profoundly tested in the future, and 
ever higher numbers of highly motivated and activated “true Wikipedians” may be 
necessary to cope with such collective attempts of manipulation. While straightfor-
ward “vandalizations” often stand out so clearly that they are easily corrected (some-
times even by automated "Vandalbots" without human intervention), such manipula-

                                            
42 http://mywikibiz.com/ordernow.html 
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tions may be much more difficult to discover, because only very few “patrollers” have 
the respective knowledge. 
Somewhat different dangers arise from the inherent tendencies of “self-accelerating 
growth". The more popular the Wikipedia, the more individuals will develop an inter-
est to find themselves and their acquaintances as well as their home village and high 
school and their most preferred movies and music bands adequately represented. 
Thus, universal encyclopaedic knowledge will give way to “multiparticularistic” knowl-
edge serving idiosyncratic interests of families, localities or sectarian movements.  
More and more, organized attempts may be made to instrumentalize the Wikipedia 
for purposes of “self presentation” or to even “kidnap” it for specific ideologies or 
propaganda purposes. 
For instance, in July 2006 the Akron Beacon Journal in Ohio has published an article 
where readers are invited to write additional Wikipedia entries related to the history of 
the city of Akron; and detailed technical instructions are provided how articles are 
generated, edited and changed.43 
Such collective “assaults” could well lead to a highly disequilibrated coverage of dif-
ferent geographic regions and locations, and it is not clear how such one-sided hy-
pertrophies could be held in check. 
Evidently, they can only be counteracted by cultivating strong, highly explicit and 
consensual views within the “Wikipedia community” about the scope and limits of 
“encyclopaedic knowledge”: so that all contributions transcending such limits will be 
rapidly eliminated. 
 
A third latent instability arises from the spectacular degree to which the whole project 
is based on a highly regularized flow of unpaid voluntary collaboration. Such volun-
teering may well encourage the creation of ever new articles, because many partici-
pants may be highly motivated to leave their personal footprints by adding something 
new. 
However, the more articles, the higher the subsequent volume of constant mainte-
nance work that has to be carried out by the whole WP community. 
Usually, such maintenance work is much less motivating because authors find little 
room for creative performance. Consequently, the probability is very high that the 
Wikipedia process will soon be slowed down or stopped by simple fatigue; especially 
when alternative projects that allow more creative expression are absorbing the vol-
unteer's attention. 
"We remember another volunteer-based effort to help organize web sites, The Open 
Directory, and to put it mildly, DMOZ did not turn out to be what many had hoped for. 
It's human nature. People are often ready to move on to the next big thing, especially 
when they volunteer. If that happens, will Wikipedia be able to maintain the more 
than one million (and by that time many many more) entries?"44 
 
Unhappily, the transition to fully paid staff is no viable alternative, because thousands 
of employees would be necessary to carry on all volunteering activities. 
Therefore, stagnation and decline will only be prevented when active participation is 
stabilized by either by very tight internal community controls or by exogenous institu-

                                            
43 http://www.ohio.com/mld/ohio/news/15133629.htm 
 
44 Anonymous comment: http://www.resourceshelf.com/2006/06/17/ny-times-reports-wikipedia-makes-
some-revisions-to-its-own-editorial-policy/ 
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tionalized norms. For instance, schools and universities could oblige their students to 
engage in “Wikipedia maintenance work” for acquiring some their points and grades; 
scholars may accept the informal responsibility to look constantly after the WP en-
tries most akin to their specialized field; and even national or worldwide associations 
may emerge just for the purpose keeping “their” Wikipedia sections up to date.  
 
Some of these problems are aggravated by the fact that the Wikipedia is not a “Net 
encyclopedia” in its fullest sense, but an intermediary product that still clings to some 
premises and constraints of the printed paper era. When seen in isolation, it is cer-
tainly impressive how radical WP has implemented new online technologies in liter-
ally all its activities. When looked at as a component of the larger Internet, however, it 
is conspicuous that it has still problems to define its place and hesitates astonishingly 
to make use of the potentialities of the World Wide Web. 
Like a conventional multivolume encyclopedia that can be put on a library shelf (and 
like the EB or Encarta on CD-Rom), it still aspires to remain a relatively closed, self-
contained universe: so that visitors have just to navigate within the site to find all 
necessary information. As explained above, this self-isolation may be understood as 
a correlate of community building and collective identity formation. It is expressed in 
the emphatic assertion that the WP should not be a “web directory”45, and in an  
 “external hyperlink paranoia” (see 4.5) for keeping visitors away from propaganda or 
commercializations. However, this “isolationist” stance ignores that the WP is just a 
node within an ever expanding web of knowledge resource sites, and that unlike the 
community-oriented “Wikipedians” who want to perfect their mighty cathedral, typical 
visitors are quite indifferent whether they find the desired information within the 
Wikipedia or on any other accessible site. 
 
As it is used a portal site by so many users, it should accept its responsibility to be 
exactly such a gateway: by guiding users from the more fundamental information 
provided in its own articles to deeper and more detailed information on other sites. 
By setting links to the primary sources from which it has drawn its information, errors 
would also become less consequential (and therefore: more tolerable), because us-
ers would be enabled to make independent checks (Benkler 2006: 218). 
 
Of course, this would imply that Wikipedia editors accept the duty to evaluate and 
select such external sites: so that the Wikipedia would not just be an encyclopedia, 
but also an encompassing directory: a universal gateway to human knowledge by 
connecting to all sorts of high-quality informational resources.  More than that: it 
would constantly adjust its mission in relation to complementary sources arising on 
the WWW: carving out an ever more specialized and more precisely defined niche. 
Only by stripping off all aspirations of isolative self-sufficiency, the Wikipedia will burn 
its mental bridges to the old age of printing and become a true contemporary of the 
Internetted Digital Age. 
 
 

                                            
45 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/WP:NOT 
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