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Preface

This book was not an easy undertaking and is unusual in a number of ways.

Even though this is a collection of essays from an academic press, our
contributors are not exclusively academics. Many of the essayists make use
of Wikipedia as part of their work: scholars, teachers, librarians, journalists,
and activists. Many are more than one of these things. Many of the essayists
are also multilingual, and not all are writing in their native language. This
variety is a strength, speaking to the connections among languages, profes-
sions, and enthusiasms across the movement.

Also, we hope to reach a general audience. Our intention is to speak to
the nonspecialist reader interested in Wikipedia. Perhaps our readers are
fond of using Wikipedia, or perhaps they follow stories about it with inter-
est. Perhaps they even contribute to Wikipedia, a little or a lot. Or, perhaps,
Wikipedia is part of their work. This isn’t an introduction to Wikipedia;
rather, it is a set of reflections from those who have given a lot of thought
to the online encyclopedia as its twentieth year approaches.

The process for this book was also unusual. With the approach of Wiki-
pedia’s anniversary, we aspired to move quickly and create an accessible
and coherent work. Gita Devi Manaktala, MIT Press’s editorial director, sug-
gested we make use of PubPub, a new online collaborative publishing plat-
form. Each essay began as a proposed abstract; those selected were given
editorial feedback. Later, full drafts were posted on PubPub and open to
peer, public, and editorial review. Finally, revised essays underwent external
review before selections were made for the printed book.

Completing such a work requires the generosity and patience of many—
especially when there’s a change of editorship midstream.

Skill and patience could not be better exemplified than by Gita Devi
Manaktala, Maria Isela Garcia, and Jessica Lipton at MIT Press. Their editorial
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and logistical savvy was paramount to this project’s completion. Other con-
summate professionals who contributed to the polish, production, and pre-
sentation of this work include Elizabeth Granda, Marcy Ross, Kate Elwell,
Gregory Hyman, Matthew White, Ori Kometani, and Susan Clark.

This book is the result of a collective effort. Unfortunately, we could not
include all of the pieces here, and the website remains a broader and use-
ful hypertextual collection from all those who participated. John Brough-
ton, Stephane Coillet-Matillon, Jake Orlowitz, and Denny Vrandec¢iC were
especially generous with their feedback on PubPub. The editors benefited
from the guidance and expertise of Phoebe Ayers, Siko Bouterse, Anasuya
Sengupta, and Adele Vrana. Samantha Lien and Nadee Gunasena from the
Wikimedia Foundation helped to facilitate the capstone piece. And the exter-
nal reviewers for MIT Press went above and beyond by providing helptul
feedback on a large manuscript in a short period of time. Thank you to all.

Like any technology, a publishing platform can prompt moments of
confusion. PubPub’s Catherine Ahearn, Gabe Stein, and Travis Rich were
quick to respond to the many questions we sent their way.

The open access edition of this book was made possible with generous
funding from Knowledge Unlatched, the Northeastern University Commu-
nication Studies Department, and a Wikimedia Foundation rapid grant.

We hope you will enjoy this unusual collection. It was produced in the
wiki-spirit of open collaboration, contains varied voices, and speaks to
insights from hindsight and visions for the future. What might you learn
in reading these pages? Though Wikipedia was revolutionary twenty years
ago, it has vet to become the revolution we need. The important work of
sharing knowledge, connecting people, and bridging cultures continues.



Introduction: Connections

Joseph Reagle and Jackie Koerner

Twenty years ago, Wikipedia set out on its path to provide humanity with
free access to the sum of all knowledge. Even if this is a mission that can’t
be finished, Wikipedia has made remarkable progress toward the impos-
sible. How so? Wikipedia is an encyclopedia built on a wiki. And never has
an application (gathering the sum of human knowledge) been so suited to
its medium (easily interconnected web pages).

Encyclopedias have long been reliant on interconnections. In 1755,
the Encyclopédie’s Denis Diderot wrote that the use of cross-references (or
renvois) was “the most important part of our encyclopedia scheme.”' This
feature allowed the Encyclopédie’s editors to depict the connective tissue of
Enlightenment knowledge and to dodge state and church authorities by
way of facetious and satirical references. For example, they linked to arti-
cles on the Christian rite of communion, wherein “the body and blood of
Christ” is consumed, from the article on “Cannibals.”

At the onset of each new informational medium—from paper, to micro-
film, to silicon—connectivity was the impetus. Among the documental-
ists of the early twentieth century, there was Wilhelm Ostwald’s Briicke,
a bridge, and Suzanne Briet’s indice, an indicator. Such documentalists
advanced indexing and classification schemes to improve interconnections
between information. Then, on the cusp of the digital age, Vannevar Bush
famously wrote of the power of an electromechanical memex laced with
“associative trails.”” This inspired the hyperlinks of the 1960s and the URLs
of the 1990s.

Creating HTML web pages interspersed with links, however, is not so
easy; the first wiki was launched in 1995 to fix this. To create and link
to a new page, vou simply wrote the page’s title in CamelCase, so-called
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because capitalizing “camel” and “case,” when conjoined, has two humps.
Your lumpy title is now a link that, when clicked, takes vou to a fresh page
awaiting new content.

Wikipedia, then, appeared in 2001, almost by way of accident.” Efforts
at collaboratively creating an online encyclopedia had faltered for years.
When a wiki was added to one such project, as an experimental scratchpad,
it took off beyond anyone’s expectation: Wikipedia was born.

Just as the history of two centuries, from print to digital, reveals the
importance of connection—call it a reference, bridge, indicator, trail, or
link—Wikipedia’s two decades are also a story of connection. The following
essays speak of and exemplify those connections across disciplines and bor-
ders, across languages and data, and across the professional and personal.

What Has Changed

This is a collection of essays about Wikipedia as the English-language edi-
tion and larger movement approach their twentieth year. Many of the con-
tributors are astonished by this milestone because we’'ve been so close to
Wikipedia and remember when it was young. So we pause to look back on
those two decades, to see what has changed, and to connect the past with
the present, looking toward the future.

In Wikipedia’s early days, those of us concerned with history argued
Wikipedia was the fulfillment of a long-pursued vision of a universal ency-
clopedia: the rousing end of a long story. But, of course, the story didn’t
end; a good story never ends.

Other contributors have sought to explain how Wikipedia worked in
practice given that it was not easily explained by theory. New theories,
including commons-based peer production, prompted hope that Wikipe-
dia’s success would be followed by similar examples. Yet there have been
disappointments on the road to an imagined utopia and back.

Those of us following the public discourse about Wikipedia remember
it as the new kid on the block, upsetting traditional knowledge authori-
ties. We can recall a former president of the American Library Association
calling Wikipedia the dietary equivalent of a Big Mac.” Now, Wikipedia is
reported on in the press as the grown-up of the web and as a bastion of
(mostly) reasoned interaction.
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Many of the educators among us first encountered Wikipedia when we
were students. Even if our teachers were suspicious of the new site, we were
thrilled to collaborate with others on something people would actually
read. Now, as Alexandria Lockett notes in her essay, our students have never
lived in a world without Wikipedia. Helping students contribute to Wikipe-
dia is one of the most rewarding assignments we offer. And rather than dis-
missing Wikipedia as junk food, some librarians see rigorous engagement
with Wikipedia as a staple of their profession.

Finally, those of us who recognized the limitations of Wikipedia in its
first decade hoped that the obstacles of complicated syntax, entrenched
biases, and complex policies were tractable. A lot of effort has been spent
on these concerns, and progress has been made. Though it took time to
develop and deploy, the VisualEditor is now the predominant default on
most Wikipedia editions. And there are now vigorous projects working to
increase representation and participation. Even so, these problems are far
from solved.

Insight from Hindsight, in Three Parts

The intention behind this collection was to pause and ask: what have we
learned?

Often, technology is seen as a stepping stone to the future. Near its start,
Wikipedia was labeled as an extraordinary revolution and a degenerate
hive mind. Yet people are so caught up in tech’s present novelty and future
implications they rarely look back to consider what actually happened.
Wikipedia’s twentieth anniversary is a moment to do so. It’s not often we
have such a hyped and controversial tech phenomenon still doing what it
was doing from its start—most become advertising platforms, like Facebook
and Google.

Consequently, in late 2018, this book project was launched with a request
for essay proposals related to “Wikipedia @ 20.” Prospective contributors
were asked what insights they had gained from these two decades of his-
tory. The saying that “hindsight is twenty-twenty” is sometimes used dis-
missively; we wanted to use it constructively. Contributors were asked to
tell us about lessons learned, insights gained, and myths busted during their
engagement with Wikipedia.
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The resulting chapters are grouped into three sections: hindsight, con-
nection, and vision. This is an arbitrary division as each essay has elements
of each—but some organization never hurt.

The first set of chapters are retrospective; they are mini-histories on how
Wikipedia has been produced and discussed relative to internal and exter-
nal tensions—such as the encyclopedia’s conflict of interest policy. And
the insight from these hindsights is that events flow in ways contrary and
unexpected. Wikipedia has far exceeded its creators’ expectations and out-
lived the many predictions of its death. Similarly, as the authors of “From
Anarchy to Wikiality, Glaring Bias to Good Cop” write, Wikipedia’s press
coverage “has evolved from bewilderment at the project, to concern and
hostility at its model, to acceptance of its merits and disappointment at
its shortcomings, and finally to calls to hold it socially accountable and
reform it like any other institution.” The peer-based production that the
encyclopedia heralded had much utopian potential, but time has revealed
unforeseen limitations. And among the many things Wikipedia is not, it is
not a newspaper, but its content and readership is driven by the news.

The second set of chapters demonstrate the richness of connections. Not
only is the link essential in the story of encyclopedias and the web, it is a
motif in many of the essays. Wikipedia spans national, cultural, and lin-
guistic divides as well as those between people, data, and machines. Wiki-
pedia has even become “the most important laboratory for social scientific
and computing research in history,” as one pair of contributors show. And
the connections between Wikipedia and the many platforms that use its
data are not as close as they should be, severing the context and verifiability
of knowledge.

In “Three Links,” the authors write that “working with the encyclopedia
and its community has been a valuable forging ground, shaping each of us
into links in a wide-reaching mesh of personal and professional connec-
tions.” Wikipedia connects volunteers, teachers, librarians, scholars, and
activists. Many of our contributors bridge these communities by serving in
multiple roles—not always easy. There’s also evidence of Wikipedia’'s place
in our personal lives, of long-lasting collaborations and friendships.

The final set of chapters speak to Wikipedia's founding vision, best
expressed in the famous provocation to “imagine a world in which every
single person on the planet is given free access to the sum of all human
knowledge.”” This Enlightenment-inspired promise has yet to be fulfilled.
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Obviously, not everyone who'd like to read Wikipedia can do so, and we
include the story of some of those making it available to people with-
out internet and those within censorious regimes. However, “free access”
is more than read only; it also includes contribution. As coeditor Jackie
Koerner writes, Wikipedia’s relationship with knowledge equity is complex:
the summation of human knowledge is biased by those documenting it.
We include essays from those working to remedy this shortfall, from the
Art+Feminism and Black Lunch Table projects, from an educator at a his-
torically Black Women'’s college, and from those at Wiki Education. A path
forward, “Toward a Wikipedia For and From Us All,” is illuminated by the
contributors from Whose Knowledge?

We conclude with a capstone from Katherine Maher, executive director
of the Wikimedia Foundation. As we finished work on this volume, the
Wikimedia movement had finished a process for envisioning the Wikipe-
dia of 2030. Wikipedia will continue its development from a wiki website
toward an accessible platform for knowledge. And the community will
redouble its efforts to include people and bodies of knowledge previously
overlooked. Maher eloquently articulates what is required to continue the
journey toward a world that no longer need only be imagined.

Notes

1. Denis Diderot, “The Encyclopedia,” in University of Chicago Readings in Western
Civilization, Vol. 7: The Old Regime and the French Revolution, John W. Boyer, Keith M.
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11, no. 95 (2009), http://nms.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/11/1-2/95.

3. Joseph Reagle, “Wikipedia: The Happy Accident,” Interactions 16, no. 3 (2009):
42-45, http://doi.acm.org/10.1145/1516016.1516026.

4. Michael Gorman, “Jabberwiki: The Educational Response, Part 11,” Encyclopaedia
Britannica Blog, June 26, 2007, http://blogs.britannica.com/2007/06/jabberwiki-the
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5. Jimmy Wales, “Wikipedia Founder Jimmy Wales Responds,” Slashdot, July 28,
2004, https://slashdot.org/story/04/07/28/1351230/wikipedia-founder-jimmy-wales
-responds.
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1 The Many (Reported) Deaths of Wikipedia

Joseph Reagle

Wikipedia’s death has been predicted many times in its twenty years through four
periods of dour prognostication. Though this history shows making predictions is
foolhardy, Wikipedia, no doubt, has many vears of life ahead of it.

Many Wikipedians can recall a favorite article that has since been deleted.
My forsaken favorite is “Failed Predictions,” one of the two thousand articles
deleted on a November day over a decade ago. I appreciated how the article
evidenced shortsighted thinking about technology given the many dismiss-
als of the radio, telephone, and computer. Some quotes were apocryphal,
such as Bill Gates’s purported claim that “640K [of memory| ought to be
enough for anybody,” but I believed the article could have been improved
with time. Despite similar lists having survived, “Failed Predictions” was
expunged in 2007 from the English-language version of Wikipedia—the
focus of this essay.

Although we lost Wikipedia’s article on failed predictions, we gained
Wikipedia itself as a topic of prognostication. Some have claimed that the
young Wikipedia was a joke, that it wasn’t an encyclopedia, that it would
fail; mid-life, some claimed that the English Wikipedia was dying or dead;
more recently, we have seen claims of its demise and extinction. Claims
about Wikipedia’s death are not included in its “List of Premature Obituar-
ies,” but the topic does have a stub.

I began following Wikipedia in 2004 as a graduate student interested in
wikis and blogs. When it came time to choose between the two, I chose
Wikipedia. Blogs tended to be insular and snarky. Wikipedia had its con-
flicts, but people were at least attempting to work together on something
worthwhile. Plus, its historical antecedents and popular reception were fas-
cinating. In 2010 I published a book about Wikipedia’s history, culture, and
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controversies: Good Faith Collaboration.' And at that point, I thought the
dismal predictions about Wikipedia were over. Yet they continued.

As Wikipedia's twentieth-anniversary approaches, | look back on those
who spoke about the project’s future to understand why they doubted
the “encyclopedia anyone can edit” could make it this long. (See chapter
2 for a broader take on Wikipedia press coverage.) | discern four periods
of prognostication within which people expressed skepticism or concern
about Wikipedia’s early growth, nascent identity, production model, and
contributor attrition. Given how often such bleak sentiments are expressed
as premature obituaries, we’ll see that I am not alone in thinking of Mark
Twain’s quip about exaggerated reports of his death.

Early Growth (2001-2002)

Not all predictions about Wikipedia falling short have been from its crit-
ics. The earliest predictions, from its founders no less, were not ambitious
enough.

As I've written before, Wikipedia can be thought of as a happy accident—a
provocation to those who confuse Wikipedia's eventual success with its
uncertain origins.” The encyclopedia that anyone can edit was initially part
of a project of an elect few, Jimmy Wales, the entrepreneur behind Bomis, a
men'’s oriented web portal, had hired Larry Sanger, a new philosophy PhD,
to launch Nupedia, an encyclopedia for the new millennium. Although
Nupedia was online and inspired by open source, Nupedia’s experts worked
within a rigorous multitiered process. And it was slow going: by the end of
2000, only two articles had been completed. Wales likened Nupedia’s pro-
cess to being back in graduate school: an intimidating grind.

To shake things up, Wales and Sanger set up a wiki in January 2001. They
hoped it would lead to some drafts for Nupedia, but their expectations were
modest. Wales feared that the wiki would be overrun with “complete rub-
bish” and that Nupedians “might find the idea objectionable.”* My recon-
struction of the first ten thousand edits to Wikipedia does show a lot of
dreck, but it was fertile stuff, being produced and improved at a remark-
able rate." Wikipedians hoped to one day have 100,000 articles—a scale a
bit larger than most print encyclopedias. In July, Sanger predicted that if
Wikipedia continued to produce a thousand articles a month, it would be
close to that in about seven years. Amazingly, in less than seven years, in
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September 2007 the English Wikipedia reached two million articles, some
twenty times Sanger’s estimate.

Wales's initial pessimism and Sanger’s modest estimate are humbling in
hindsight. Yet such mistakes can now be taken as a source of pride. This is
not true of the modest expectations of Wikipedia’s first critic.

Peter Jacso, a computer science professor, regularly published “Peter’s
Picks & Pans” in a journal for information professionals. In the spring 2002
issue, he panned Wikipedia, likening it to a prank, a joke, or an “outlet for
those who pine to be a member in some community.” Jacso dismissed Wiki-
pedia’s goal of producing one hundred thousand articles; he wrote, “That’s
ambition,” as this “tall order” was twice the number of articles in the sixth
edition of the Columbia Encyclopedia.

When | asked Jacso about this pan from seventeen years ago, he had
not given it much thought. To be fair, he published over eighty “Picks &
Pans” between 1995 and 2009. And he now concedes that Wikipedia has
“worked exceptionally well” thanks to the thousands of contributors work-
ing under “constantly updated guidelines.” Jacso’s early skepticism arose
because so many other projects had failed: “I did not anticipate that the
free Wikipedia service could realize what even the richest companies such
as Microsoft failed to do, as demonstrated by the trials and tribulation of
the subscription-based Encarta.”*

Jacso and Wikipedia's founders exemplify three ways of thinking about the
future. Like Jacso, people look to similar projects to get a sense of what is feasi-
ble: even established and well-funded projects had failed to create sustainable
online encyclopedias. Or, like Sanger, people extrapolate linearly; in this case,
taking the first six months of Wikipedia as the norm for the next seven years.
The only model people didn’t make use of was exponential growth, which
characterized Wikipedia article creation until about 2007. In “Why Technol-
ogy Predictions Go Awry,” Herb Brody identified this cause as underestimating
a revolution.” Now, hopeful entrepreneurs default to this model in their predic-
tions, but this is only because of early examples such as Wikipedia.

Nascent Identity (2001-2005)

Just as Wikipedia’s emergence and initial growth confounded early expecta-
tions, the identity that we now take for granted, the nonprofit “encyclope-
dia anyone can edit,” was not a given at the start.
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First, Wikipedia was conceived by Wales as a possible commercial
undertaking. Wikipedia was originally hosted at wikipedia.com, and by
2002 Sanger and Wales were hinting that Bomis might start selling ads on
Wikipedia, in part to pay Sanger’s salary. Wikipedians objected—Spanish
Wikipedians even left to create their own. Given these objections and the
deflation of the dot-com bubble, Sanger was laid off. Wales changed the site
over to a .org domain and began work to establish the nonprofit Wikimedia
Foundation, which happened in 2003.

Second, there was the question of whether Wikipedia was a wiki, an
encyclopedia, both, or neither. In Wikipedia’s first year, Wales visited the
wiki of Ward Cunningham to put this question to the inventor of the wiki.”

My question, to this esteemed Wiki community, is this: Do you think that a Wiki
could successfully generate a useful encyclopedia? —JimboWales

Yes, but in the end it wouldn’t be an encvclopedia. It would be a wiki.
—WardCunningham

This interaction is a storied part of Wikipedia’s history, and in subsequent
years Cunningham was often asked about Wikipedia and his prediction.
When he was asked if Wikipedia was still a wiki in 2004, he responded,
“Absolutely. A certain amount of credit drifts my way from Wikipedia. I'm
always quick to remind people that my wiki is not Wikipedia, and that
there’s a lot of innovation there. I'm proud of what the Wikipedia com-
munity has done, I think it’s totally awesome.” He thought Wikipedia’s talk
pages, where contributors discuss their work on an article, were especially
useful. Cunningham also conceded that Wikipedia was an encyclopedia: “If
someone were to ask me to point to a modern encyclopedia, | would choose
Wikipedia. Wikipedia defines encyclopedia now.”* However, Cunningham’s
concession did not settle the matter. Elsewhere, the debate over Wikipedia’s
identity continued.

Shortly after being laid off, Sanger resigned from all participation in
Nupedia and Wikipedia. He was unemploved, looking for work, and
didn’t see his contribution as a part-time hobby. However, he remained
in Wikipedia’s orbit, defending his status as a cofounder and, eventually,
becoming one of Wikipedia’s most prominent critics and competitors. This
began in December 2004 with an essay on “Why Wikipedia Must Jetti-
son Its Anti-Elitism.” Sanger objected to Wikipedia’s culture of “disrespect
toward expertise”: while Wikipedia was open to contributions from all,



The Many (Reported) Deaths of Wikipedia 13

Wikipedians still ought to defer to experts.” This deference to expertise was
something he would attempt to restore at Citizendium, his 2006 fork of
Wikipedia.

Sanger’s essay led to another discussion about Wikipedia'’s identity, with
two media scholars, danah boyd and Clay Shirky, taking opposing posi-
tions. (Boyd lowercases her name and pronouns.) Boyd recognized that
though Wikipedia was useful, its content was uneven and often embar-
rassingly poor, leading her to conclude: “It will never be an encyclopedia,
but it will contain extensive knowledge that is quite valuable for different
purposes.” She prefaced this with the sentiment that “this does not mean
that i dislike Wikipedia, just that i do not consider it to be equivalent to an
encyclopedia. I believe that it lacks the necessary research and precision.”
Anticipating Citizendium, she suggested this lack of quality could be rem-
edied by “a vetted version of Wikipedia, one that would provide a knowl-
edge resource that is more accountable and authoritative,”"

Alternatively, Clay Shirky recognized that although Wikipedia’s con-
tent was sometimes inferior to traditional encyclopedias, it was some-
times superior, especially on contemporary topics on which Britannica was
silent. He also believed that it was myopic not to recognize Wikipedia as an
encyclopedia.

The idea that the Wikipedia will never be an encyclopedia is in part an ahistorical
assertion that the definition and nature of encyclopediahood is fixed for all time,
and that works like Britannica are avatars of the pattern. Contra bovd, I think
Wikipedia will be an encyclopedia when the definition of the word expands to
include peer production of shared knowledge, not just Britannica’s institutional
production.”’

I was partial to Shirky’s argument then and remain so. Yet bovd main-
tains her position though her concern has shifted. Boyd believes Britannica
had its shortcomings and biases, and Wikipedia has improved; yet the latter
is special given “how Wikipedia ends up serving as a form of data infra-
structure.” Wikipedia is relied on as “an information backbone that shapes
the core network structure of search engines.” This means it has an outsized
effect on the world and is then “made vulnerable by those who seek to con-
trol algorithmic systems.”'* For boyd, to label and understand Wikipedia
merely as an encyclopedia ignores its importance.

Clearly, questions of identity are not as easy to resolve as those about
growth. As David Nye wrote about the “Promethean problem” of technology
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prediction, a technology’s symbolic meaning is as important as any techni-
cal utility in shaping its often unforeseen uses."

Production Model (2005-2010)

Wikipedia’s supplanting of Nupedia demonstrated the benefits of open and
easy peer production. In 2005, law professor Eric Goldman predicted that
this same model meant that “Wikipedia will fail within 5 years.”"

Communities, especially online ones, struggle with scale. As a com-
munity grows, personal interactions are no longer sufficient for making
decisions. This is the endogenous challenge of scale. The exogenous chal-
lenge is that a larger community is also a larger target. For example, at the
beginning of 2005, white nationalists were marshaling off-site to save their
pet article “Jewish Ethnocentrism” from deletion. Wikipedians weren't sure
how to quickly and effectively respond to this threat.

In response, Jimmy Wales said he could, reluctantly, play the part of
benign dictator. Wales responded, “If 300 NeoNazis show up and start
doing serious damage to a bunch of articles, we don’t need to have 300
separate ArbCom cases and a nightmare that drags on for weeks. I'll just do
something to lock those articles down somehow, ban a bunch of people,
and protect our reputation and integrity.” And as the crisis is dealt with,
“we can also work in parallel to think about the best way to really take care
of such problems in the long run.”"

Throughout 2005, Wikipedians struggled with such problems, promi-
nently reported as “growing pains.” This was the year that John Seigen-
thaler Sr. condemned the project for falsely implicating him in John F
Kennedy’s assassination. This was also the year that Goldman not only pre-
dicted Wikipedia’s death but made a bet of it with fellow law blogger, Mike
Godwin, over dinner.

| remarked to Mike that Wikipedia inevitably will be overtaken by the gamers
and the marketers to the point where it will lose all credibility. There are so many
examples of community-driven communication tools that ultimately were taken
over—USENET and the Open Directory Project are two that come top-of mind—
that I didn’t imagine that my statement would be controversial or debatable.
Instead, 1 was surprised when Mike disagreed with my assertion. Mike’s view is
that Wikipedia has shown remarkable resilience to attacks to date, and this is
evidence that the system is more stable than I think it is.'
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Mike Godwin is best known for his eponymous “law” that “as an online
discussion grows longer, the probability of a comparison involving Nazis or
Hitler approaches 1.” If this maxim reflected some cynicism, his bet against
Goldman—and his joining Wikimedia as general counsel in 2007—reflected
some optimism. Godwin believed Wikipedia could manage its growing
pains. For example, in 2005, Wikipedia experimented with semi-protection,
which limited edits to regularly vandalized pages to accounts older than
four days. This was one of the “long run” solutions Wales alluded to at the
start of the year. As Godwin wrote, “I think part of the design of Wikipedia
was to allow for the evolution of contributor standards, even though as a
‘foundational’ principle anonymous contributors will always be allowed to
edit it. Such evolution ought to be enough to keep Wikipedia alive and vital
in the face of a changing digital environment.”"’

In 2006, Goldman affirmed his belief in Wikipedia’s predicted demise.
Its success made it a target, and defending the project would lead to Wiki-
pedian burnout. Those who remained would be overloaded, and “thus,
Wikipedia will enter a death spiral where the rate of junkiness will increase
rapidly until the site becomes a wasteland.”'® Media critic Nicholas Carr
had less patience, announcing the death of Wikipedia that very year. Unlike
Goldman, Carr did not have a plausible theory; he simply wanted to bury
the myth of openness as Wikipedia ceded to the “corrosive process of com-
promise.” Others rightly called Carr on his histrionics, with Shirky respond-
ing that “news of Wikipedia’s death is greatly exaggerated.”"”

By 2009, Goldman had agreed with Shirky and conceded his bet with
Godwin. Though Wikipedia had introduced some barriers to vandalism and
bad-faith edits, “in total Wikipedia’s current technological restrictions are
fairly modest.”* In 2010, Goldman wrote, “My 2005 prediction of Wikipe-
dia’s failure by 2010 was wrong.” Competitor projects might arise, but they
too would have to follow Wikipedia’s model of balancing openness with
limited protections. (And competitors tend to presage Wikipedia’s death
in the headlines: “Google Knol—Yup, it’s a Wikipedia Killer,” “Wolfram
Alpha: Wikipedia Killer?,” and “Is Owl AOL’s Wikipedia-Killer?”*') Gold-
man remained an active user and was pleased to wish the site a happy tenth
anniversary. Wikipedia’s model of peer production remained its lifeblood,
rather than a source of sickness or external threat.

As Wikipedia approaches its twentieth anniversary, Goldman has con-
firmed his assessment of Wikipedia’'s success, though he remains concerned
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about the quality of lesser-visited articles and the lack of new contribu-
tor growth (discussed in the next section). Additionally, he noted that two
things he did not anticipate were the effectiveness of nofollow web links—
such links are ignored by search engines, making them less attractive to
spammers—and the growth of Wikimedia’s staff: “I don’t know what Wiki-
pedia would look like without the active support of 100+ full-time staff.”*’

In any case, Goldman’s prediction shows what not to do as a successful
tech prognosticator. Like those of a neighborhood fortune teller, predictions
ought to be nonspecific in content and time, Goldman predicted Wikipe-
dia’s death (rather than subtle changes in openness) in a five-year horizon
(rather than “soon”) and specified the process of its demise (a death spiral).
Although this weakens the likelihood of a prediction, it clarifies rather than
obfuscates the concerns discussed. Kudos.

Contributor Attrition (2009-2017)

[ underestimated Wikipedia in its first few vears, as did everyone. However,
in subsequent years, | was confident Wikipedia would continue as a wiki
and as an encyclopedia, despite the dismal prognostications by some,
However, in 2009, it became clear that the English Wikipedia was facing
possible senescence. That year, researchers found evidence that Wikipedia’'s
new article growth had slowed or plateaued. Additionally, new contribu-
tions were being increasingly deleted and reverted, and the balance of
activity was favoring experienced editors over newcomers. Over the next
five years, researchers, Wikipedians, and the Wikimedia Foundation docu-
mented similar changes and attempted remedies. Headlines reported on an
“aging” Wikipedia that was on the “decline” and “slowly dying.”*’
Though one prominent Wikipedian invoked Twain’s “exaggerated
death” quip again in Wikipedia’s defense, the trend was undeniable and
the concern was widespread. Attempts to retain contributors, to make the
site easier to use, and to recruit newcomers were belied by a 2014 storv. The
Economist reported that the past seven years had seen the number of active
editors with five or more edits in a given month fall by a third.** Wikipe-
dia’s statistics page shows that the active editors fell from a peak of fifty-
three thousand in 2007 to around thirty thousand in 2014. Without the
efforts to shore up Wikipedia, these numbers could have been even worse,

but things weren't getting better.
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2 From Anarchy to Wikiality, Glaring Bias to Good Cop:
Press Coverage of Wikipedia’s First Two Decades

Omer Benjakob and Stephen Harrison

Media coverage of Wikipedia has radically shifted over the past two decades: once
cast as an intellectual frivolity, it is now lauded as the “last bastion of shared reality”
online. To increase diversity and digital literacy, journalists and the Wikipedia com-
munity should work together to advance a new “wiki journalism.”

“Jimmy Wales has been shot dead, according to Wikipedia, the online, up-
to-the-minute encyclopedia.” That was the opening line of a blatantly false
2005 news report by the online magazine the Register.' Rather than being
an early example of what we may today call “fake news,” the report by
the tech site was a consciously snarky vet prescient criticism of Wikipedia
and its reliability as a source for media. Wales was still alive, of course,
despite what it had briefly stated on his Wikipedia entry, but by attributing
his death to English Wikipedia, the Register sought to call out a perceived
flaw in Wikipedia: on Wikipedia, truth was fluid, and facts were exposed
to anonymous vandals who could take advantage of its anyone-can-edit
model to spread disinformation.

Over the past twenty years, English Wikipedia has frequently been the
subject of media coverage, from in-depth exposés to colorful features and
critical op-eds. But if you randomly sample the words used to describe Wiki-
pedia from the headlines in this period, you might conclude that the press
has no idea what it thinks about the free internet encyclopedia. Should we
refer to it as “the hive” as the Atlantic did in 2006 or rather as the “good cop
of the internet” as the Washington Post did in 20187 Is Wikipedia “impo-
lite” as the New York Times claimed in 2008 or rather a “ray of light” as the
Guardian suggested in 20182° Is there a logical progression to how the press
has described Wikipedia over the past two decades, or does seemingly every
reporter possess a dramatically different opinion?
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Both of us are journalists who have regularly covered Wikipedia in recent
years, and before that we were frequent consumers of knowledge on the site
(like many of our journalist colleagues). Press coverage of Wikipedia during
the past twenty years has undergone a dramatic shift, and we believe it’s
important to highlight how the media’s understanding of Wikipedia has
shifted along with the public’s understanding. Initially cast as the symbol
of intellectual frivolity in the digital age, Wikipedia is now being lauded
as the “last bastion of shared reality” in Trump’s America.’ Coverage, we
claim, has evolved from bewilderment at the project to concern and hostil-
ity at its model, to acceptance of its merits and disappointment at its short-
comings, and finally to calls to hold it socially accountable and reform it
like any other institution.

We argue that press coverage of Wikipedia can be roughly divided into
four periods. We have named each period after a major theme: “Authorial
Anarchy” (2001-2004/2005); “Wikiality” (2005-2008); “Bias” (2011-2017);
and “Good Cop” (2018-present). We note upfront that these categories are
not rigid and that themes and trends from one period can and often do
carry over into others. But the overall progression reveals how the dynamic
relationship between Wikipedia and the press has changed since its incep-
tion and might provide further insight into how the press and Wikipe-
dia will continue to interact with each other in the internet’s knowledge
ecosystem.

In short, we argue for what we term “wiki journalism” and the need for
media to play a larger role in improving the general public’s “Wikipedia
literacy.” With the help of the Wikimedia Foundation and the Wikipedia
community, we claim that the press can play a more substantial role in
explaining Wikipedia to the public and in serving as a civilian watchdog for
the online encyclopedia. Encouraging critical readership of Wikipedia and
helping to increase diversity among its editorship will ensure greater public
oversight over the digital age’s preeminent source of knowledge.

Authorial Anarchy (2001-2004/2005)

When Wikipedia was launched in 2001, mainstream media as well as more
technology minded outlets treated it as something between a fluke and
quirky outlier. With quotes from cofounders Jimmy Wales and Larry Sanger,
early coverage tended to focus on what seemed like Wikipedia’s most novel



24 Omer Benjakob and Stephen Harrison

mounted what seemed at the time to be the bigger threat toward Britan-
nica. Within a year, however, the newspaper’s take on Wikipedia changed
dramatically, and it was now concerned by the long-term effect of Wikipe-
dia’s success, suggesting “the Internet’s free dissemination of knowledge
will eventually decrease the economic value of information.”"

At the end of 2005, this tension between the English encyclopedia of the
Enlightenment and that of the digital age would reach its zenith in a now
infamous Nature news study that compared Wikipedia and Britannica (also
discussed in chapter 13). Published in December 2005, Nature’s “Internet
Encvclopaedias Go Head to Head” found Wikipedia to be as accurate as its
Enlightenment-era competitor based on experts’ comparisons of randomly
selected science articles.'' News that Wikipedia successfully passed scien-
tific scrutiny—that its ever-changing content was deemed to be as reliable
as the static entries of a vaunted print-era encyclopedia like Britannica—
made headlines around the world."* The Nature study was the final stage in
a process that peaked in 2005 and cemented Wikipedia’s shift from a web
novelty whose value was to be treated skeptically at best to a cultural force
to be reckoned with.

In March 2005, Wikipedia had crossed the half million article mark, and
some intellectuals began to discuss the “the wikification of knowledge.”"”
Wales, increasingly an internet celebrity, took his pitch about “a ragtag band
of volunteers” revolutionizing encyclopedias to TED."* In the widely popu-
lar talk, titled “The Birth of Wikipedia,” Wales failed to reference Sanger,
who had left the project in 2002. In the early days Sanger was a leading
voice that spoke to the internet community from which Wikipedia’s first
volunteers were enlisted, penning guest blog posts as part of early outreach
efforts. However, as the 2005 TED speech symbolized, Wikipedia was now
mainstream and no longer aiming at early internet adopters but rather
the general public—and Wales had taken on the role of public face of the
project.

Tellingly, 2005 was also the year that the Wikipedia community first
began recording its coverage in the media in an organized fashion. Initially
focused on instances of “Wiki love” from the press, in 2005 the commu-
nity created categories like “America’s Top Newspapers Use Wikipedia” for
its early press clippings.” The Signpost, the online newspaper for English
Wikipedia, was also founded in 2005 to report on events related to Wiki-

pedia.'® Over time the community grew increasingly conscious of its public
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on Wikipedia, causing its server to crash. The wider point resonated.” “It’s
on Wikipedia, so it must be true,” the Washington Post wrote that year.”
Wikipedia was no longer taken to be just another website; it was now a
powerhouse undermining intellectual institutions and capable of changing
our very perception of reality.

Colbert followed up his infamous segment with another potent neolo-
gism: wikiality. “Wikiality,” he charged, was the reality created by Wikipe-
dia’s model, in which “truth” was based on the will of the majority and not
on facts. This was a theme that had a deep political resonance in post-9/11
America, buoved by the presidency of George W. Bush and the rise to prom-
inence of Fox News—and Wikipedia was increasingly cast as providing its
underlying intellectual conditions. This framing peaked in 2005 and 2006
but was omnipresent when Wikipedia launched in 2001, when for example
“populist editing” was selected as one of the year’s “big ideas.”” The culture
of truthiness and the wikiality it created were taken to be the real-world man-
ifestations of the Wikipedia philosophy—and the fallout was taking on an
increasingly political undertone. “Who is Britannica to tell me that George
Washington had slaves? If [ want to say he didn’t, that’s my right,” Colbert
charged. “Thanks to Wikipedia, it’s also a fact. [We're| bringing democracy
to knowledge.”*

During 2006-2009, the dominance of Wikipedia’'s encyclopedic model
was solidified. In 2008, the New York Times published a “eulogy” for
print encyclopedias and flagged the need to understand the “epistemol-
ogy of Wikipedia” and the “wikitruth” it bred.” Wikipedia's underlying
philosophy—its model’s effects on the very nature of facticity—was now
deserving of more serious and critical examination. MIT Technology Review
ran a piece on “Wikipedia and the Meaning of Truth,” asking “why the
online encyclopedia’s epistemology should worry those who care about tra-
ditional notions of accuracy.””' The manner Wikipedia constructed knowl-
edge and offered an alternative justification to that of expert-based print
encyclopedias was taking central stage.

Concerns that Wikipedia's epistemological model was replacing expertise
loomed large. In 2006, the New York Times debated the merits of “the nit-
picking of the masses vs. the authority of the experts,” and the Independent
asked: “Do we need a more reliable online encyclopedia than Wikipedia?”**
In a report that profiled Wikipedians, the New Yorker wondered: “Can Wiki-
pedia conquer expertise?”; and Larry Sanger, who had left the project by
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then, lamented “the fate of expertise after Wikipedia.”* Though largely
negative, these in-depth reports also permitted a more detailed treatment
of Wikipedia’s theory of knowledge. Articles like Marshal Poe’s “The Hive,”
published in the Atlantic’s September 2006 edition, laid out for intellectual
readers Wikipedia’s history and philosophy like never before.

Epistemic and social fears of Wikipedia were also fueled by Wikipedia’s
biggest public media storm to date—the so-called Essjay scandal of 2007, in
which a prolific Wikipedia editor profiled by the New Yorker was revealed to
be a fraud. The user Essjay claimed to be a professor of theology but turned
out to be a twenty-four-year-old college dropout, Ryan Jordan. Jordan’s out-
ing prompted a rare correction from the magazine and made headlines.™
It even spurred calls to reform Wikipedia.” The fact that Jordan held an
official status within Wikipedia’s community seemed to echo an increas-
ingly accepted political truism: facts were being manipulated by those with
power.

During 2004 and 2005, Wikipedia dealt with a number of media storms
regarding errors in its political content: notably, the articles of George W.
Bush and John Kerry during the 2004 presidential election.” The ambi-
guity of the election’s contested results reverberated on Wikipedia in the
form of “edit wars,” and political vandalism continued to plague Wikipedia
throughout Bush’s second term, turning his article into one of the “most
controversial” ever.” Knowledge was increasingly being politicized, and
much of Capitol Hill was banned from editing Wikipedia anonymously
during 2006 after politicians’ articles were whitewashed in what the Wash-
ington Post called “wikipolitics.”™ During this period Wikipedia also first
faced allegations of having a liberal bias—for example, by “evangelical
Christians” who opened a conservative wiki of their own.”™ Reports like
these helped grant social currency to the claim that knowledge was political
like never before.

The politicization of knowledge, alongside a proliferation of alternative
wikis—exacerbated in part by Wales’s for-profit website Wikia, launched in
2006—all served to highlight the wikiality of America’s political and media
landscape.™ It was at this time that the first cases of “citogenesis”—circular
and false reporting originating from Wikipedia—appeared. These incidents
showed how dependent classic media was on Wikipedia—and therefore
how politically vulnerable and unreliable it was by proxy. They included
reports that cited the unfounded claim regarding Hillary Clinton’s being
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coverage had shifted from the epistemological merits of Wikipedia to legiti-
mate concerns about bias in its contributor base.

The 2011 series about gender on Wikipedia followed a 2010 survey
conducted by the United Nations University and UNU-MERIT that indi-
cated only 12.64 percent of Wikipedia contributors were female among the
survey’s respondents.”” Although the results of that study were later chal-
lenged,™ the fact that the study received an entire series of articles indicates
how the results struck a cultural nerve. What did it say about Wikipedia—
and internet knowledge generally—that a disproportionate number of the
contributors were men?

One could argue that this shift—from grappling with the underpinnings
of Wikipedia’s model of knowledge production to a critique of the actual
forces and output of the wiki way of doing things—symbolized an implicit
acceptance of Wikipedia’s status as the preeminent source of knowledge in
the digital age. Media coverage during this period no longer treated Wiki-
pedia as an outlier, a fluke, or as an epistemological disaster to be entirely
rejected. Rather, the press focused on negotiating with Wikipedia as an exist-
ing phenomenon, addressing concerns shared by some in the community—
especially women, predating the Gamergate debate of 2014,

Press coverage of Wikipedia throughout the period of 2011 to roughly
2017 largely focused on the online encyclopedia’s structural bias. This
coverage also differed markedly from previous years in its detailed treat-
ment of Wikipedia’s internal editorial and community dynamics. The
press coverage highlighted not only the gender gap in percentage of
female contributors but also the gender gap in the content of biographical
articles and the efforts by some activists to change the status quo. Publi-
cations ranging from the Austin Chronicle to the New Yorker covered fem-
inist edit-a-thons, events to increase and improve Wikipedia’s content
for female, queer, and women'’s subjects, linking contemporary identity
politics with the online project’s goal of organizing access to the sum of
human l<n.1::m.'lva-t:igf:.,5'I In addition to gender, the press covered other types
of bias such geographical blind spots and the site’s exclusion of oral his-
tory and other types of knowledge that did not meet the Western notions
of verifiable sources.*

During this period, prestigious publications also began profiling individ-
ual Wikipedia contributors, giving faces and names to the forces behind
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our knowledge. “Wikipedians” were increasingly cast as activists and recog-
nized outside the community. The Washington Post, for example, covered Dr.
Adrianne Wadewitz’s death in 2014, noting that Wadewitz was a “Wikipe-
dian” who had “empower|ed]| everyday Internet users to be critical of how
information is produced on the Internet and move beyond being critical
to making it better.””’ The transition from covering Wikipedia’s accuracy
to covering Wikipedians themselves perhaps reflects an increased concern
with awareness about the human motivations of the people contributing
knowledge online. Many times this took on a humorous tone, like the case
of the “ultimate WikiGnome” Bryan Henderson whose main contribution
to Wikipedia was deleting the term “comprised of” from over 40,000 arti-
cles.” Journalists (including the authors of this chapter) have continued
this trend of profiling Wikipedians themselves.

A 2014 YouGov study found that around two-thirds of British people
trust the authors of Wikipedia pages to tell the truth, a significantly higher
percentage than those who trusted journalists.” At the same time, jour-
nalists were increasingly open to recognizing how crucial Wikipedia had
become to their profession: with the most dramatic decline in newsroom
staffs since the Great Recession, Wikipedia was now used by journalists for
conducting initial research®—another example of the mutually affirming
relationship between the two.

As more journalists used and wrote about Wikipedia, the tone of their
writing changed. In one of his reports for the New York Times, Noam Cohen
quoted a French reporter as saying, “Making fun of Wikipedia is so 2007.”"
When Cohen first began covering Wikipedia, most people saw Wikipedia as
a hobby for nerds—but that characterization had now become passé. The
more pressing concern, according to Cohen, was “seeing Wikipedia as The
Man.”*® Overall, press coverage of Wikipedia during this period oscillates
between fear about the site's long-term existential prospects®™ and concern
that the site is continuing the masculinist and Eurocentric biases of his-
torical encyclopedias. The latter is significant as it shows how Wikipedia’s
pretenses of upending the classic print-model of encyclopedias have been
accepted by the wider public, which, in turn, is now concerned or even dis-
appointed that despite its promise of liberating the world’s knowledge from
the shackles of centralization and expertise, it has in fact recreated most of
the biases of yesteryear.
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Good Cop (2018-Present)

In April 2018, Cohen wrote an article for the Washington Post titled “Con-
spiracy Videos? Fake News? Enter Wikipedia, the ‘Good Cop’ of the Inter-
net.”” For more than a decade, Cohen had written about Wikipedia in the
popular press, but his “Good Cop” piece was perhaps his most complimen-
tary and it signaled a wider change in perception regarding Wikipedia. He
declared that “fundamentally ... the project gets the big questions right.”

Interestingly, Cohen’s “Good Cop” article is not unique for its positive
press treatment of Wikipedia during this period and marks the latest shift
in coverage of Wikipedia, one that embarks from the issue of truthiness
and reexamines its merits in the wake of “post-truth” politics and “fake
news”—2016 and 2017’s respective words of the year.

The Wall Street Journal credited English Wikipedia’s top arbitration body,
Arbcom, with “keep|ing| the peace at [the| internet encyclopedia.””' Other
favorable headlines from 2018 and 2019 included “There’s a Lot Wikipe-
dia Can Teach Us About Fighting Disinformation” and “In a Hysterical
World, Wikipedia Is a Ray of Light—and That’s the Truth.”* Wikipedia was
described by the Atlantic as “the last bastion of shared reality” online, and for
its eighteenth birthday, it was lauded by the Washington Post as “the Inter-
net’s good grown up.”*

What caused press coverage of Wikipedia to pivot from criticizing the
encyclopedia as “the man” to recognizing Wikipedia’s importance as the good
cop? Several factors converged to cast Wikipedia in a more favorable light.
Since the election of President Trump in the United States, the mainstream
press has expressed concerns about whether traditional notions of truth
and reality-based argument can survive under an administration that is
infamous for lying and for its so-called alternative facts. The “truthiness”
culture of intellectual promiscuity represented by the presidency of George
W. Bush had deteriorated into the post-truth culture of the Trump White
House. Wikipedia’s procedural answers for the question “What is a fact?,”
initially hailed as flawed, could now be taken in a different light.”

Wikipedia’s emphasis on a neutral point of view and the community’s
goal to maintain an objective description of reality represent an increas-
ingly striking contrast to politicians around the world whose rhetoric is
not reality-based.” Moreover, the Wikipedia community’s commitment to
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time of her award, did not have a Wikipedia page; an earlier entry had been
deleted by an editor who found that Strickland lacked sufficient notability,
despite the fact her two male co-laureates had pages for the same academic
research that earned the three the prestigious award. But note how the press
coverage of Strickland did not dispute Wikipedia’s underlying premise of
community-led knowledge production. Rather, press coverage was continu-
ing the structural critique from the previous phase. Further, by this era the
Wikimedia Foundation had increasingly begun speaking publicly about
matters of concern to the Wikipedia community. When it came to the
Strickland incident, the Wikimedia Foundation was not overly apologetic
in its public statements, with Executive Director Katherine Maher writing
an op-ed for the Los Angeles Times titled “Wikipedia Mirrors the World’s
Gender Biases, It Doesn’t Cause Them.””* Maher challenged journalists to
write more stories about notable women so that volunteer Wikipedians
have sufficient material to source in their attempt to fix the bias., Maher’s
comments, in other words, advocate further awareness of the symbiotic rela-
tionship between the media and Wikipedia.

The Strickland incident is in some ways an outlier during a time of rela-
tively favorable press coverage of Wikipedia. How long will this honey-
moon period last? One indication that the pendulum will swing back in a
more critical direction is the coverage of large technology companies that
rely on Wikipedia. The press widely covered YouTube’s 2018 announce-
ment that it was counting on Wikipedia to counteract videos promoting
conspiracy theories when there had been no prior notice to the Wikime-
dia Foundation regarding YouTube’s plans. Journalists also wrote—at times
critically—about Facebook’s plan to give background information from
Wikipedia about publications to combat “fake news,” about Google’s use of
Wikipedia content for its knowledge panels, and how smart assistants like
Siri and Alexa pull information from the site.

Prominent tech critics have questioned whether it is truly appropriate
to leverage Wikipedia as the “good cop” since the site is maintained by
unpaid volunteers and tech companies are using it for commercial pur-
poses. But from a news perspective, it might not matter so much whether
it’s fair or prudent for technology companies to leverage Wikipedia in this
way—the appearance of partnership is enough to spur a news story. The
more it seems as if Wikipedia has become aligned with “Big Tech,” the more
likely the encyclopedia will receive similarly adverse coverage.
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