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INTRODUCTION

“Because the world is radically new, the ideal 
encyclopedia should be radical too. It should stop 
being safe—in politics, in philosophy, in science” 
(Encyclopedia Britannica editor, Charles Van 
Doren, 1962). 

For most of the 20th century, having a print 
encyclopedia set on your home bookshelf was a 
hallmark of learning and education. While tradi-

tional encyclopedias are undoubtedly a valuable 
and authoritative reference source, the process of 
their creation from beginning to end is imbued 
with a certain level of elitism. Individual articles 
are written only by carefully selected experts, 
publication is tightly controlled by major print-
ing houses, and access is limited to academic 
institutions, libraries, and those who can afford 
to purchase a set. In 2011, the 32 volumes of the 
Encyclopedia Britannica cost $1,395, putting it 
far out of reach for the vast majority of individuals 
(BritannicaStore.com, 2010).

Christopher Sweet
Illinois Wesleyan University, USA

Wikipedia’s Success and the 
Rise of the Amateur-Expert

ABSTRACT

The Free Online Encyclopedia, as Wikipedia calls itself, is a radical departure from traditional en-
cyclopedias and traditional methods of knowledge creation. This chapter is an examination of how a 
community of amateurs on Wikipedia has challenged notions of expertise in the 21st century. It does so 
by first looking at the roots of Wikipedia in a phenomenon known as the “wisdom of the crowds” and in 
the open source software movement. The reliability of Wikipedia is examined as are the claims made by 
major critics of the project. Throughout, epistemological questions raised by Wikipedia are addressed.
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Well before the advent of the Internet, one of 
the most successful strategies for selling encyclo-
pedias was through door-to-door salesmen. While 
unimaginable in the digital age, encyclopedia 
publishers found that it often required that intimate 
level of human interaction to convince customers 
to make such a substantial book purchase. In The 
Great EB: The story of the Encyclopedia Britan-
nica, Herman Kogan recounts the heyday of the 
door-to-door encyclopedia salesman:

On any day or night of any week there is an 
Encyclopedia Britannica salesman sitting or 
standing in a living room, a kitchen, a study, a 
den, an office or in some less conventional place, 
with material from his sales kit spread before him 
as he “tells the story” to a potential customer. 
(Kogan, 1958: 299) 

Salesmen were trained in the psychology of 
selling, they had to serve an apprenticeship under 
an experienced salesman, and they even went so 
far as to scour newspapers for the names of recent 
graduates to contact for a potential sale (Kogan, 
1958). One evening in 1969, the Wales family of 
Huntsville, Alabama, was convinced to purchase 
a set of World Book Encyclopedias from one of 
these door-to-door salesmen (Schiff, 2006). Three 
years prior to that evening, the Wales family had 
welcomed a son, Jimmy Wales. Jimmy was edu-
cated in the private Montessori-influenced school 
where his mother taught. During this time Jimmy 
“spent lots of hours pouring over the Britannicas 
and World Book Encyclopedias” (Lamb, 2005). 
Drawing in part on these early childhood experi-
ences, in 2001 Jimmy Wales helped to found Wiki-
pedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikipedia quickly 
became more radical than anything Charles Van 
Doren could have dreamed of in 1962.

As of 2011, Wikipedia is the sixth-most-
visited US website, falling not far behind giants 
such as Google and Facebook (Top Sites in the 
United States. 2011). The scale of Wikipedia is 
astounding. Its English language version currently 

has more than 3.6 million articles; worldwide, it 
has 17 million articles in 270 different languages 
(Statistics, 2011). As an entity that both creates and 
disseminates knowledge, Wikipedia has no peer. 
Its articles frequently appear among the first few 
links returned by a Google search, so its reach and 
impact factor are enormous. As an encyclopedia, 
Wikipedia is certainly radical in that the site is 
freely accessible to anyone with an Internet con-
nection. What the average Wikipedia user often 
does not realize is that the site has been operated as 
a not-for-profit from the very beginning. The site 
does not sell any advertising and is not beholden to 
any outside interests. According to Wales, the goal 
of Wikipedia is nothing short of creating “a world 
in which every single person is given free access 
to the sum of all human knowledge” (Lih, 2009: 
xv). The radical freedom of Wikipedia extends 
well beyond free access. The use of its content is 
governed by both a Creative Commons License 
and the GNU Free Documentation License, ensur-
ing that all users of Wikipedia can copy, modify, 
and redistribute anything in Wikipedia that is 
not otherwise protected. Wikipedia is also radi-
cally egalitarian in its approach to the creation of 
knowledge. All 17 million Wikipedia articles have 
been created by uncompensated, anonymous users. 
In stark contrast to the traditional encyclopedia 
model, Wikipedia does not require that one be a 
credentialed expert to write on a subject. With a 
few exceptions, anyone can create a new article 
or edit an existing one. Of this radical facet of 
Wikipedia, Wales has said, “To me, the key thing 
is getting it right. I don’t care if they’re a high-
school kid or a Harvard professor” (Schiff, 2006: 
5). In practice, this does not mean Wikipedia is an 
“anything goes” sort of place. On the contrary, the 
Discussion Pages that accompany each Wikipedia 
article often reveal the nitty-gritty details of the 
process of knowledge creation, detailing, long, 
impassioned battles over various elements of the 
article. Over the long term, this radical openness 
helps to mitigate authorial bias that often plagues 
single-authored works.



15

Wikipedia’s Success and the Rise of the Amateur-Expert

BACKGROUND

The encyclopedic impulse—to collect and codify 
human knowledge—is nearly as old as writing 
itself. Wikipedia is the most recent in a long line 
of attempts to document what we collectively 
“know.” The word encyclopedia is derived from 
the Greek enkyklios paideia, meaning “a general 
or all-around education.” One of the earliest sur-
viving works that has many similarities to modern 
encyclopedias is the 37-volume Naturalis Historia 
written in the first century AD by the Roman Pliny 
the Elder. Denis Diderot’s French Encyclopédie 
written in 1751 was the first to introduce an orga-
nizational structure that resembles that of current 
encyclopedias. Encyclopedia Britannica is the 
oldest (1768) and best-known English-language 
encyclopedia (Blair, 2010). For a more detailed 
history of early encyclopedias and dictionar-
ies, Ann Blair’s Too Much to Know: Managing 
scholarly information before the modern age is 
a valuable resource (2010).

Wales’s comment about not caring if Wikipedia 
authors are high school kids or Harvard profes-
sors cuts to the heart of the vigorous debates that 
surround Wikipedia. In an interconnected, online 
environment, who are the experts and on what 
grounds are they claiming expertise? The Oxford 
English Dictionary defines an expert as “One 
whose special knowledge or skill causes him to 
be regarded as an authority; a specialist” (Expert, 
2011). Interestingly, the authoritative Cambridge 
Handbook of Expertise and Expert Performance 
chooses to cite a 2005 definition of “expert” from 
Wikipedia:

[S]omeone widely recognized as a reliable source 
of knowledge, technique, or skill whose judgment 
is accorded authority and status by the public or 
his or her peers. Experts have prolonged or intense 
experience through practice and education in a 
particular field. (Ericsson, Charness, Feltovich, 
& Hoffman, 2006) 

Michelene Chi describes seven ways in which 
experts excel and seven ways in which they fall 
short. The list of ways in which they excel are 
generating the best solution, their detection/rec-
ognition abilities, conducting qualitative analyses, 
self-monitoring, choosing appropriate strategies, 
seizing opportunities, and cognitive effort. Ac-
knowledging the ways in which experts fall short is 
essential to understanding the arguments presented 
in this chapter. Chi lists the following seven ways 
in which experts fall short: expertise is domain-
limited, overly confident, context dependent, 
inflexible; experts sometimes tend to gloss over 
important aspects, which may lead to inaccurate 
prediction; they are judgmental, and show bias 
and functional fixedness (Ericsson et al., 2006: 
24-27). The issue of expert bias in particular has 
provided one of the footholds for Wikipedia. In a 
very short period of time, Wikipedia has mounted 
a major challenge to expert control over knowl-
edge creation and dissemination as traditionally 
understood. The success of Wikipedia is derived 
from the tireless efforts of tens of thousands of 
amateur-experts: people who have gained a great 
deal of specialized knowledge through study or 
practice, but who lack traditional academic or 
professional credentials.

The primary objective of this chapter is to 
take a closer look at the ways in which amateur-
experts are creating knowledge on Wikipedia 
while subverting traditional notions of expertise. 
The chapter will explore the roots of Wikipedia 
in both the encyclopedic tradition and the open 
source software movement. The concept of epis-
temic egalitarianism will be defined along with its 
implications for Wikipedia. Crowdsourcing has 
enabled Wikipedia to fully utilize its vast com-
munity of amateur-experts. Another objective of 
this chapter is to ask whether crowdsourcing can 
yield reliable knowledge. The accuracy and reli-
ability of Wikipedia articles has been hotly debated 
since its inception. I will look at both sides of this 
argument as well as empirical research done in 
this area. This chapter also addresses some of the 
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arguments of major critics of Wikipedia. I close 
with some thoughts on knowledge creation, evolv-
ing notions of expertise, and possible implications 
for Web 3.0.

ROOTS IN THE OPEN 
SOURCE MOVEMENT

Wikipedia has been able to overcome some of 
the limitations of traditional encyclopedias such 
as cost and scale by leveraging the potential of 
the Internet, and, specifically, lessons learned 
from the open source software movement. To 
understand why Wikipedia works successfully 
without traditional experts, it is important to 
have a basic understanding of its roots within 
open source software. Open source is defined as 
software whose underlying code is made freely 
available for anyone to improve, modify, or re-
use. Open source also requires free redistribution 
rights (Open Source Software, 2011). The earliest 
example of open source software is the UNIX 
operating system released in 1971. Later open 
source software projects that built on the success 
of UNIX include the widely used Linux operat-
ing system (1991) and the Mozilla Firefox Web 
browser (2003).

In 1997, open source advocate Eric Raymond 
wrote a seminal essay about the open source move-
ment titled “The Cathedral and the Bazaar.” In the 
essay (later developed into a book with the same 
title), Raymond likens the traditional corporate 
model of software development to a cathedral 
that was “carefully crafted, by individual wizards 
or small bands of mages (magicians) working 
in splendid isolation.” The open source com-
munity, on the other hand, “seemed to resemble 
a great babbling bazaar of differing agendas and 
approaches ... out of which a coherent and stable 
system could seemingly emerge only by a succes-
sion of miracles” (Raymond, 1999: 24). Much to 
Raymond’s (and nearly everyone else’s surprise), 

open source software design worked quite well in 
many cases. One of the reasons it works is that it 
utilizes and simplifies mass collaboration. Ray-
mond has summarized this concept in what has 
become a maxim for the open source movement: 
“Given enough eyeballs, all bugs are shallow,” 
meaning that if you get enough people working 
on a problem, someone will come up with a solu-
tion (29). Raymond’s essay was very influential 
in shaping Wales’s vision for Wikipedia: “It [The 
Cathedral and the Bazaar] opened my eyes to the 
possibility of mass collaboration” (Schiff, 2006).

Significantly, many champions of the open 
source movement take pains to distinguish 
Wikipedia from traditional open source projects. 
Jeff Bates, a vice president of the Open Source 
Technology Group, oversees a website that hosts 
80,000 open source projects. In a 2006 New York 
Times article he said, “It makes me grind my teeth 
to hear Wikipedia compared to open source,” and 
that every open source project has its “benevolent 
dictator,” someone who takes responsibility, even 
though the code has been contributed by many 
(Stross, 2006). Throughout its relatively short 
existence Wikipedia has struggled with just this 
issue: should the site remain completely open 
and treat every user as equal or are benevolent 
dictators in the shape of editors and administra-
tors required to keep the site from devolving into 
chaos? This debate is ongoing and continues to 
shape how knowledge is created on Wikipedia. 
In any case, lessons learned from the open source 
movement have been critical to Wikipedia’s suc-
cess. It is significant to the arguments put forth in 
this chapter that the open source movement has 
always extended an open invitation to anyone 
who is interested in working on the software. It is 
not limited to only expert programmers. Many of 
the most productive open source contributors are 
often hackers, gamers, and hobbyists—in other 
words, amateur-expert programmers—working 
well outside the corporate world and lacking 
academic credentials.
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CROWDSOURCING

The kind of mass collaboration open source soft-
ware relies upon is referred to as crowdsourcing. 
Two recent books have explored crowdsourcing 
not just within open source software design, but 
also within many business and everyday life con-
texts: The Wisdom of the Crowds (2004) by James 
Suroweicki and Crowdsourcing: Why the power of 
the crowd is driving the future of business (2008) 
by Jeff Howe. Howe’s book specifically addresses 
Wikipedia and provides a blueprint for success-
ful crowdsourced projects. Surowiecki’s book is 
perhaps the more interesting read as he provides 
many examples of how crowdsourcing plays out 
in everyday life. Both books demonstrate how in 
many situations the wisdom of a crowd of amateurs 
surpasses the best efforts of traditional experts. 
Howe defines crowdsourcing as “the act of taking 
a job traditionally performed by a designated agent 
(usually an employee) and outsourcing it to an 
undefined, generally large group of people in the 
form of an open call” (Howe, 2006). The genius 
of Wikipedia is that it managed to successfully 
crowdsource the substantial work of creating an 
encyclopedia.

Although the term crowdsourcing is new, the 
phenomenon is not. Vox populi is a Latin phrase 
that means “voice of the people.” Vox Populi 
was also the title chosen by Sir Francis Galton 
for an article he published in the journal Nature 
in 1907. The article recounts an experiment that 
Galton designed to test the wisdom of the crowds. 
At a regional fair in England a competition was 
set up where participants had to guess the weight 
of a slaughtered ox. The contestants numbered 
about 800, and most of them, Galton observed, 
had no expertise in judging cattle. The result of 
the experiment was that the average guess—the 
wisdom of the crowd—was only 9 pounds (less 
than 1%) off the actual weight of 1,207 pounds. 
Surprised by the accuracy of the crowd, Galton 
concluded: “This result is, I think, more creditable 

to the trustworthiness of a democratic judgement 
than might have been expected” (Galton, 1907).

Almost 100 years later, NASA came up with 
an experiment that they dubbed “Clickwork-
ers.” The basis of the experiment was to find out 
whether “public volunteers, each working for a 
few minutes here and there can do some routine 
science analysis that would normally be done by 
a scientist or graduate student working for months 
on end” (Benkler, 2006: 69). The task at hand 
was to classify craters on maps of Mars. In the 
first six months of the project 85,000 volunteers 
made more than 1.9 million different entries. 
Regarding the question of expertise and quality, 
NASA researchers concluded that “the automat-
ically-computed consensus of a large number of 
clickworkers is virtually indistinguishable from 
the inputs of a geologist with years of experience 
in identifying Mars craters” (Benkler, 2006: 69). 
The crowdsourcing model has proved to be not 
only effective in distributing a large task, but also 
highly accurate and reliable in its results.

Surowiecki provides one more compelling 
contemporary example of the wisdom of the 
crowd again bettering the experts. The popular 
game show Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? asked 
contestants a series of increasingly difficult trivia 
questions for the chance to win a million dollars. 
If the contestants were stumped along the way, 
they had a few “lifelines” that included phoning 
a friend (the expert) or polling the studio audi-
ence. Surowiecki recounts the results of this ad 
hoc experiment:

[T]he “experts” did okay, offering the right 
answer—under pressure—almost 65 percent of 
the time. But they paled in comparison to the 
audiences. Those random crowds of people with 
nothing better to do on a weekday afternoon 
than sit in a TV studio picked the right answer 
91 percent of the time. (2004: 4) 

Surowiecki summarizes the power of crowd-
sourcing as follows:
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Under the right circumstances, groups are remark-
ably intelligent, and are often smarter than the 
smartest people in them. Groups do not need to 
be dominated by exceptionally intelligent people 
in order to be smart. Even if most people within a 
group are not especially well-informed or ratio-
nal, it can still reach a collectively wise decision. 
(Surowiecki, 2004: xiii) 

This feature of the wisdom of the crowds is 
precisely why Wikipedia articles are as a whole 
quite reliable.

BRIEF HISTORY OF WIKIPEDIA

The historical evolution of encyclopedias, the 
open source software movement, and the power 
of crowdsourcing all paved the way for Wikipedia. 
Rather fittingly, Wikipedia itself provides one of 
the better histories and general overviews of the 
site. Of particular interest are the entries “About 
Wikipedia,” “Wikipedia History,” “Wikipedia: 
Five Pillars,” and “Wikipedia: Contributing to 
Wikipedia.” One of the most thorough books 
covering the history of Wikipedia and its internal 
workings is How Wikipedia Works and How You 
Can Be a Part of It (Ayers, Matthews, & Yates, 
2008). A more concise overview is provided by 
The Wikipedia Revolution: How a bunch of no-
bodies created the world’s greatest encyclopedia 
(Lih, 2009).

Jimmy Wales was earlier introduced as one of 
the founders of Wikipedia, but a general under-
standing of how Wikipedia came to be and how 
it works today is critical to understanding how 
Wikipedia is challenging our understanding of 
knowledge creation and expertise. Wikipedia was 
not Wales’s first attempt at creating a free online 
encyclopedia. By 1999, Wales was a retired op-
tions trader and successful Web entrepreneur. He 
had an idea to create a free, online encyclopedia 
created by volunteers. To help accomplish his 
vision he hired Larry Sanger. Sanger had a PhD 

in philosophy; his specific area of interest was 
epistemology—the theory and understanding 
of knowledge. Wales and Sanger named their 
first encyclopedia effort Nupedia. Nupedia was 
launched in 2000, and was free and written by 
volunteers, but unlike Wikipedia, the volunteers 
were expert scholars with PhDs in their field of 
study and the articles went through an extensive 
peer review process. Basically, Wales and Sanger 
were trying to re-create a traditional encyclope-
dia on the Web—for free. Not surprisingly, the 
endeavor failed by 2003. By the time the site 
went offline it had amassed a grand total of 24 
completed articles. Apparently the community 
of expert scholars was unwilling to contribute to 
a free encyclopedia without compensation (Lih, 
2009; Nupedia, 2011).

In 2001, Sanger had dinner with a friend who 
told him about a new website called WikiWiki-
Web. WikiWikiWeb was created by a program-
mer named Ward Cunningham who borrowed 
the Hawaiian word wiki which means “quick.” 
Quickness and ease of use were the genius behind 
the wiki platform. On a wiki any user can quickly 
edit a webpage without logging on and without any 
expert programming knowledge. It also archives 
all edits and also allows easy rollback to an earlier 
version of the page—something that was important 
to its eventual use as the platform for Wikipedia. 
Essentially the connectivity and critical mass of 
the Internet coupled with the unique features of 
the wiki platform greatly simplified the potential 
for crowdsourcing large projects.

Not long after Sanger heard about the wiki 
platform he created a wiki which he hoped would 
serve as a feeder site for Nupedia. The Nupedia 
experts did not like letting amateurs fiddle with 
their work so, on January 15, 2001, Sanger moved 
the wiki to its own URL and gave it a new name: 
Wikipedia. Less than two weeks later, 224 differ-
ent people had visited Wikipedia and it had nearly 
5,000 page views on a single day (Lih, 2009: 65). 
From then on, more and more time was devoted to 
Wikipedia as Nupedia foundered and was finally 
taken offline in 2003.
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PHILOSOPHY OF WIKIPEDIA

The philosophical foundations of Wikipedia were 
shaped by both Wales and Sanger, but it was 
Sanger’s philosophical background in epistemol-
ogy that most likely had the strongest impact. Un-
doubtedly, some of the most erudite explorations 
of the evolving nature of knowledge and expertise 
in an online environment (not just as it relates 
to Wikipedia) have come from Sanger. Three of 
his essays should be required reading for anyone 
interested in a philosophical inquiry into knowl-
edge and expertise: “Why Make Room for Experts 
in Web 2.0?” (2006), “Who Says We Know?: 
On the new politics of knowledge” (2007), and 
“The Fate of Expertise after Wikipedia” (2009). 
In “Who Says We Know?: On the new politics 
of knowledge,” Sanger discusses one of the core 
principles of Wikipedia: epistemic egalitarianism.

According to epistemic egalitarianism, we are all 
fundamentally equal in our authority or rights to 
articulate what should pass for knowledge; the 
only grounds on which a claim can compete against 
other claims are to be found in the content of the 
claim itself, never in who makes it. (Sanger, 2007) 

Herein lies the root of what makes so many 
people uncomfortable with Wikipedia. Tradition-
ally expertise was clearly defined by academic 
coursework culminating with the conferring of 
a degree or by serving an apprenticeship under 
an established expert. Epistemic egalitarianism 
completely subverts that model by giving anyone 
the right to create knowledge. Under this model, 
individual efforts will be judged solely on the 
content without regard to the qualifications of 
the creator.

Wikipedia Principles

Wikipedia operates on just five fundamental 
principles, known as the five pillars:

1.  Wikipedia is an online encyclopedia.
2.  Wikipedia has a neutral point of view.
3.  Wikipedia is free content.
4.  Wikipedians should interact in a respectful 

and civil manner.
5.  Wikipedia does not have firm rules. (Five 

Pillars, 2011)

Of these, “Wikipedia has a neutral point of 
view” has the most impact on how Wikipedia is 
changing the nature of expertise and knowledge 
creation. This pillar sets Wikipedia in stark con-
trast to traditional encyclopedias. Most traditional 
encyclopedia articles are written by a single author 
and then reviewed and edited by only a couple 
other people. Wikipedia specifically guards against 
single-authored articles. For example, you are 
not supposed to create a biography of yourself 
on Wikipedia because by definition that would 
not be a neutral point of view.

One of the major flaws of the traditional 
model of expertise is that it allows—even encour-
ages—authorial bias and sometimes fails to take 
into account dissenting and alternative views. 
Knowledge is created on Wikipedia by specifically 
encouraging all dissenting views. Two pieces of 
the wiki platform that enable this exchange are the 
discussion (or “talk”) pages and the history pages. 
Each and every Wikipedia article has a separate 
tab for discussion about that article as well as a 
history tab that documents each and every edit. 
Author and journalist Cory Doctorow explains 
the significance of these features of Wikipedia:

[I]f you want to really navigate the truth via 
Wikipedia, you have to dig into those “history” 
and “discuss” pages hanging off of every entry. 
That’s where the real action is, the tidily organized 
palimpsest of the flamewar that lurks beneath any 
definition of “truth.” (2006) 

Wikipedia is a grand experiment in determining 
the nature of truth. You, the user, have to decide if 
truth is a specific product of expertise or whether 
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it can also arise from a democratic process of 
debating, compromising, and eventually settling 
on a consensus.

ISSUES, CONTROVERSIES, 
AND PROBLEMS

Wikipedia has become very widely used, very 
quickly: the site received 400 million unique 
visitors during March 2011 (About, 2011). Wiki-
pedia has also been widely criticized. Many of the 
general criticisms stem from the tension between 
experts and amateurs as well as the radical ways in 
which Wikipedia creates and disseminates knowl-
edge. While far from a comprehensive analysis 
of the criticisms against Wikipedia, the following 
section will address both some of the major issues 
and some of the major critics themselves. Major 
issues that will be examined are reliability/accu-
racy, and problems surrounding bureaucracy on 
the site. Larry Sanger was instrumental in creating 
Wikipedia, but by 2002 he had become disillu-
sioned with the project and was then laid off by 
Wales during a budget crunch. Sanger’s criticisms 
of Wikipedia get to the heart of the expert/amateur 
debate and merit close examination. Two other 
outspoken critics whose claims will be examined 
are Jaron Lanier (Digital Maoism [2006] and You 
Are Not a Gadget [2010]) and Andrew Keen (The 
Cult of the Amateur [2007]).

Death by Wikipedia

January 20, 2009, was the date of President Barack 
Obama’s inauguration. At a post-inauguration 
luncheon a great tragedy befell the US political 
community when both the ailing Senator Edward 
(Ted) Kennedy and the aging Senator Robert Byrd 
passed away. According to Kennedy’s Wikipedia 
biography from that day, “Kennedy suffered a 
seizure at a luncheon following the Barack Obama 
Presidential inauguration … He was removed in 
a wheelchair and died shortly after” (Pershing, 

2009). Byrd’s entry had a death date added, but 
only noted that he had collapsed during the same 
luncheon. The speed of this reporting was excep-
tional, occurring shortly after the actual luncheon. 
The reliability of the information, however, left 
much to be desired since neither Senator actually 
died on January 20, 2009. Both Senators lived for 
at least a few months after having been killed off 
on Wikipedia. Kennedy and Byrd are just two of 
the high-profile examples of a phenomenon that 
became so common that it had its own name: 
“Death by Wikipedia.” This Death by Wikipedia 
anecdote serves as the perfect introduction into 
the single most controversial issue surrounding 
Wikipedia: reliability.

Reliability

The defining characteristic of traditional encyclo-
pedias has always been reliability. Schoolchildren 
are taught to cite encyclopedia articles because 
they are reliable and written by authoritative 
experts. Indisputable facts spelled out by encyclo-
pedia articles have been the ultimate arbitrator for 
bar bets the world over. With that in mind, how 
has Wikipedia become so successful? Writing in 
the New York Times, Randall Stross distills the 
entire reliability controversy as follows: “Wiki-
pedia raises a single nagging epistemological 
question: Can an article be judged as credible 
without knowing its author?” (2006). Restating 
his question within the context of this chapter 
we can ask: Can a diverse group of anonymous 
amateur-experts consistently create reliable 
knowledge? To begin exploring these questions the 
following section will detail some of the studies 
that have been conducted to test the reliability of 
Wikipedia and the implications for expertise in a 
Web 2.0 context.

What do we really mean when we call some-
thing reliable? The Oxford English Dictionary 
defines “reliable” as “Of a person, information, 
etc.: able to be trusted; in which reliance or con-
fidence may be placed; trustworthy, safe, sure” 
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(2011). Larry Sanger draws on his background 
in epistemology to add nuance to the concept of 
reliability:

Reliability is a comparative quality; something 
doesn’t have to be perfectly reliable in order to 
be reliable. So, to say that an encyclopedia is 
reliable is to say that it contains an unusually 
high proportion of truth versus error, compared 
to other publications. (Sanger, 2007) 

Encyclopedia Britannica is the oldest and best-
known English-language encyclopedia; therefore, 
comparisons with Wikipedia were inevitable. 
The first edition of Encyclopedia Britannica was 
printed in 1768 and Wikipedia first appeared online 
in 2001. In terms of size, the current (2010) print 
version of the Encyclopedia Britannica contains 
65,000 articles and the online version 120,000 (Bri-
tannica, 2011). The English language Wikipedia 
currently has 3.6 million articles. Everyone who 
has used Wikipedia with any degree of regularity 
will have encountered vast differences in quality 
between articles. Some articles are fully devel-
oped, well written, and well documented. Other 
articles (usually on lesser-known topics) are barely 
coherent and almost devoid of documentation. This 
common experience has led many people to ask, 
“How reliable is Wikipedia anyway?”

BRITANNICA VS. WIKIPEDIA

In a 2005 issue of the journal Nature, Jim Giles 
reported on a study that attempted to compare 
the reliability and accuracy of Wikipedia and 
Britannica science articles. While far from com-
prehensive and widely criticized (particularly 
by Britannica), the study results made national 
headlines and have since been frequently cited by 
Wikipedia supporters. Nature engaged a panel of 
experts to review 42 entries on scientific topics 
for errors. The conclusion of the study was that 
“[t]he exercise revealed numerous errors in both 

encyclopedias, but among 42 entries tested, the 
difference in accuracy was not particularly great: 
the average science entry in Wikipedia contained 
around four inaccuracies; Britannica, about three” 
(Giles, 2005). While these results can certainly 
not be applied to Wikipedia as a whole, the fact 
that articles written by unpaid amateurs were 
found to be nearly as reliable as those in the best 
encyclopedia was certainly mind-opening to many.

One of the undisputed advantages of an online 
encyclopedia is the ability to instantly correct a 
problem or edit an article based on a new event or 
finding. The traditional print encyclopedia is less 
flexible in this respect. The only way to correct 
a problem is to issue a new print supplement or 
wait for the next printing. Wikipedia capitalizes 
on this shortcoming of print encyclopedias by 
pointing out nearly 30 pages of “Errors in the 
Encyclopaedia Britannica that have been corrected 
in Wikipedia” (Errors …, 2011). In all fairness, 
the new online versions of Encyclopedia Britan-
nica allow editors the same flexibility in fixing 
errors and updating articles, but this privilege is 
reserved only for expert editors.

While reporting on Wikipedia for the New 
Yorker, Stacy Schiff asked Jorge Cauz, the presi-
dent of Britannica for an analogy comparing the 
two resources. He replied, “Wikipedia is to Britan-
nica as ‘American Idol’ is to the Julliard School” 
(Schiff, 2006). Jimmy Wales quickly responded 
with his own analogy: “Wikipedia is to Britan-
nica as rock and roll is to easy listening. It may 
not be as smooth, but it scares the parents and is 
a lot smarter in the end” (Schiff, 2006). One can 
easily substitute “experts” or “publishers” for 
“parents” in Wales’s analogy and it would still 
hold true. Wikipedia has played such a crucial 
role in the quickly evolving nature of new forms 
of collective expertise because it has been so 
successful and prolific in such a short period of 
time. Sanger again spells out the implications for 
traditional expertise: “In a world in which so many 
people are consulting an encyclopedia ‘anyone 
can edit’ for answers, the conventional wisdom, 
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the accepted knowledge, seems less tethered to 
experts, exclusive institutions, and publications 
with professional gatekeepers” (Sanger, 2007).

While the Nature study received the most at-
tention from the press, many other lesser-known 
studies have also tried to tackle the reliability 
question. One of the most comprehensive lists of 
Wikipedia reliability studies is on Wikipedia itself 
under the article “Reliability of Wikipedia.” A 
small sample of these studies is summarized below.

The majority of studies that have examined 
article reliability on Wikipedia have done so by 
analyzing or monitoring individual articles. Dur-
ing the 1st Workshop on Social Media Analyt-
ics, Sara Javanmardi and Cristina Lopes (2010) 
presented a paper discussing how they developed 
“an automated measure to estimate the quality 
of article revisions throughout the entire English 
Wikipedia.” Their analysis of article “quality” 
relied heavily upon the reputation of a given 
editor. Their findings include “that non-featured 
articles tend to have high-quality content 74% of 
the time, while featured articles average 86%” 
(Javanmardi & Lopes, 2010). The authors note 
that the quality of articles changes over time, but 
more importantly, this study “showed that the 
average article quality increases as it goes through 
edits” (Javanmardi & Lopes, 2010). This study 
lends weight to the assertion that a crowdsourced 
project like Wikipedia will increase in quality over 
time as more and more participants contribute to 
the project.

Lucy Holman Rector, a librarian at Harford 
Community College, Maryland, conducted an 
article-by-article reliability study similar to that 
conducted by Nature. Instead of just comparing 
the articles to Britannica, Rector also included 
two additional standard information reference 
sources: the Dictionary of American History and 
American National Biography Online. The find-
ings of her study were similar to those published 
by Nature: “Overall, Wikipedia’s accuracy rate 
was 80 percent compared with 95–96 percent ac-
curacy within the other sources” (Rector, 2008). 

While this accuracy rate for Wikipedia articles 
is not bad, Rector also uncovered unattributed 
quotes in eight out of nine articles and five pos-
sible cases of plagiarism.

One final, informal study is significant not so 
much for its findings, but for what it tells us about 
behind-the-scenes editing at Wikipedia. In 2008, 
P.D. Magnus anonymously inserted 36 short, fake 
statements into Wikipedia articles about notable, 
deceased philosophers. He then monitored the 
articles for 48 hours to see if the false statements 
were corrected. Magnus found that “[o]f 36 fibs, 
15 were removed within 48 hours. Three others 
were not removed, but were marked as needing 
citation” (2008). As the author realized, some of 
the speedy corrections were due to “guilt by as-
sociation.” Even anonymous edits are identified by 
a unique IP address. Wikipedia also tracks recent 
changes, which volunteer editors monitor closely. 
In this case, an editor discovered the vandalism to 
one article and checked to see what other changes 
were made by the same user.

No traditional information reference source 
(encyclopedia, dictionary, almanac, etc.) written 
by experts is entirely free from error. Moreover, 
many of these traditional resources are much 
more prone to author bias than Wikipedia. Wiki-
pedia articles certainly vary greatly in quality 
and accuracy, but if we use Sanger’s definition 
of reliability from above (“contains an unusually 
high proportion of truth versus error, compared to 
other publications”) then Wikipedia can be said 
to be reliable in general. Cory Doctorow neatly 
summarizes the reliability issue:

So Wikipedia gets it wrong. Britannica gets it 
wrong, too. The important thing about systems 
isn’t how they work, it’s how they fail. Fixing a 
Wikipedia article is simple. Participating in the 
brawl takes more effort, but then, that’s the price 
you pay for truth, and it’s still cheaper than start-
ing up your own Britannica. (Doctorow, 2006) 
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WIKIPEDIA BUREAUCRACY

For all of its radical openness, Wikipedia has not 
done away that cornerstone of encyclopedias: the 
editor. Without editors, Wikipedia would quickly 
devolve into chaos and flame wars between various 
factions. Editors do serve as a sort of expert on 
Wikipedia, but the process of becoming an editor 
remains egalitarian. Many editors are identified 
only by their username and traditional academic 
credentials play no role in becoming an editor: 
“An expert has the same privileges as any other 
editor: Expertise must manifest itself through 
the editing and discussion process” (Ayers: 54). 
In one sense everyone is an editor on Wikipedia. 
Unregistered users still account for the majority 
of edits on Wikipedia, but they have not been able 
to create entirely new articles since 2005. Those 
who do choose to create an account (as opposed 
to unregistered, anonymous editing) are given ad-
ditional editing privileges and tools. According to 
internal Wikipedia statistics, as of January 2012 
there were 16 million of these “named accounts” 
worldwide. “About 300,000 editors have edited 
Wikipedia more than 10 times. Approximately 
the same number, 300,000 editors, edit Wikipedia 
every month; of those, about 50,000 make more 
than five edits, and 5,000 make more than 100” 
(Wikipedians, 2012).

In 2009, researchers from the Augmented 
Social Cognition Research branch of Xerox’s 
Palo Alto Research Center analyzed 200 million 
edits from the English language Wikipedia and 
discovered that [i]n Wikipedia, the population 
of editors follows a power law distribution (also 
known as the long tail distribution). That is, 
relatively few highly prolific users account for 
a large percentage of the overall editing activity. 
A large population (the long tail) of less prolific 
editors contribute the rest of the content. (Suh, 
Covertino, Chi, & Pirolli, 2009)

A 2006 New Yorker article echoed this analysis, 
finding that, “There are two hundred thousand 
registered users on the English-language site, of 

whom about thirty-three hundred—fewer than two 
percent—are responsible for seventy per cent of 
the work” (Schiff, 2006). Not only is article cre-
ation and editing skewed toward a relatively small 
minority, the demographics of Wikipedia editors 
are also unbalanced. A 2010 survey of more than 
50,000 Wikipedia contributors worldwide found 
that 87% were male and the average age was 25 
(Glott, Schmidt, & Ghosh, 2010).

Above the category of registered editors, 
Wikipedia has gradually added a few additional 
levels of bureaucracy, starting with administrators, 
bureaucrats, and then stewards. In 2012, there were 
1,500 administrators for the English language 
Wikipedia. Admins “can protect, delete and restore 
pages, move pages over redirects, hide and delete 
page revisions, edit protected pages, and block 
other editors” (Administrators, 2012). To “protect” 
a page means to restrict the ability of anyone to 
edit the page content to some degree. There are 
varying levels of protection ranging from “Full” 
(only admins can edit) to “Pending Changes” (ed-
its are checked by a reviewer before going live). 
Restricting the editing of articles in this manner 
is decidedly anti-egalitarian since it puts special 
powers in the hands of administrators. Much to 
the dismay of the purists, these sorts of controls 
were found to be a necessary evil as Wikipedia 
evolved. Without the ability to protect articles, 
some edit wars on controversial topics would go 
on indefinitely. Prior to being protected, some 
articles for political candidates were vandalized 
so frequently that editors could not make correc-
tions fast enough. To some, protecting articles and 
establishing a bureaucratic hierarchy undermines 
the entire egalitarian spirit that Wikipedia was 
founded on. A 2009 Wall Street Journal article 
observed that “as it matures, Wikipedia, one of 
the world’s largest crowdsourcing initiatives, is 
becoming less freewheeling and more like the 
organizations it set out to replace” (Angwin & 
Fowler, 2009). Still, the process of entering and 
ascending the Wikipedia bureaucracy remains 
egalitarian and democratic. Credentials count for 
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nothing while a demonstrated history of quality 
editing is of utmost importance. Administrators, 
bureaucrats, and stewards are all elected by others 
in the Wikipedia bureaucracy. Regular editors and 
administrators can—and often do—challenge the 
top levels of Wikipedia bureaucracy. It was chal-
lenges such as these, coupled with philosophical 
differences in the structure of Wikipedia, which 
eventually caused Larry Sanger to leave in the 
early days of the project.

SANGER’S DEFECTION AND BOMIS

As one of the key architects of both the original 
Nupedia project and then Wikipedia, and a tradi-
tional expert with a doctorate degree in philoso-
phy, Sanger was impressed by Wikipedia’s quick 
success, but he never wholly bought into the idea 
of a completely egalitarian encyclopedia. Sanger 
always held onto the idea that Wikipedia would be 
better and more reliable if experts were granted 
some level of authority over the amateur editors. 
This concept of authority and expertise was, of 
course, very much at odds with Wikipedia’s radi-
cally open and egalitarian model. Writing for The 
Atlantic, Marshall Poe captured Sanger’s conflict 
over the project:

After forging a revolutionary mode of knowledge 
building, he came to realize—albeit dimly at 
first—that it was not to his liking. He found that 
he was not heading a disciplined crew of qualified 
writers and editors collaborating on authorita-
tive statements (the Nupedia ideal), but trying 
to control an ill-disciplined crowd of volunteers 
fighting over ever-shifting articles. (Poe, 2006) 

These philosophical differences with regard to 
the role of experts on Wikipedia came to a head for 
Sanger in a public battle with a Wikipedia editor 
nicknamed Cunctator (Latin for procrastinator). 
Cunctator argued for a radically open Wikipedia 
with no internal hierarchy and few limitations on 

contributions. He began an edit war (repeatedly 
undoing deletions or edits) with Sanger. Eventu-
ally Sanger appealed to the Wikipedia editors on 
the internal listserv: “I need to be granted fairly 
broad authority by the community—by you dear 
reader—if I am going to do my job effectively” 
(Poe, 2006). This appeal to authority and exper-
tise struck a sour note not just with Cunctator, 
but with many of the Wikipedians who believed 
in the decentralized, open source ideals of Wiki-
pedia. Sanger’s struggles with the Wikipedia 
community coincided with the big dot-com crisis 
of the early 2000s. Bomis, Wales’s other Internet 
company that actually paid Sanger’s salary, was 
struggling. Due to financial problems at Bomis 
and Sanger’s increasing philosophical differences 
with Wikipedia, Wales laid off Sanger in early 
2002 (Lih, 2009).

For his part, Wales freely admits to being 
extremely nonconfrontational as a manager. 
Recognizing the need to encourage amateurs and 
limit authority, Wales has repeatedly demonstrated 
an astounding reluctance to use his power, even 
when the community has begged him to. He 
wouldn’t exile trolls or erase offensive material, 
much less settle on rules for how things should or 
should not be done (Poe, 2006). Due in part to its 
radical openness and commitment to encourag-
ing amateur-experts, Wikipedia has continued to 
grow successfully.

Not yet ready to completely abandon the idea of 
a free, universal encyclopedia edited by volunteers, 
Sanger founded Citizendium in 2007. Quite similar 
to the original Nupedia concept, Citizendium is 
explicit in distinguishing itself from Wikipedia:

The project aims to improve on the Wikipedia 
model by providing “reliable” and high-quality 
content; it plans to achieve that goal by requir-
ing all contributors to use their real names, by 
strictly moderating the project for unprofessional 
behaviors, and by providing what it calls “gentle 
expert oversight” of everyday contributors. (Citi-
zendium.com, 2011) 
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The roots of Sanger’s dissatisfaction with 
Wikipedia and its attitudes toward traditional 
experts are clear in the vision he laid out for 
Citizendium. As of 2011, Citizendium had 15,000 
articles in various stages of development, but only 
156 articles that were fully approved by experts 
(Citizendium.com, 2011).

The Nupedia and Citizendium projects would 
be classified as failures, while Wikipedia stands 
as an example of how the Internet can harness 
mass collaboration for the general good of so-
ciety. In general, the Citizendium model is quite 
reasonable and should yield high-quality articles 
that are free for anyone to access and use. Why 
have so few people embraced it? First, at this 
point, Wikipedia has a near-monopoly in the area 
of free, online encyclopedias. People who were 
amenable to the idea of freely contributing to an 
online encyclopedia are already committed to the 
Wikipedia model. Second, potential contributors 
are probably put off by the idea of expert editors 
changing or not using their contributions. Why 
contribute if you have no assurance that your ef-
forts are even going to be used? Third, the deeply 
egalitarian nature of Wikipedia has struck a chord 
with many people. They seized the opportunity 
to contribute in some small way to an idealistic 
project that opened up the world’s knowledge (as 
agreed upon by the masses) to everyone with an 
Internet connection. Nupedia and Citizendium fell 
just short of this lofty ideal and were never able 
to achieve any sort of critical mass.

JARON LANIER AND 
DIGITAL MAOISM

External critics of Wikipedia have attacked the 
project on more fronts than just reliability issues. 
Two notable writers have leveled criticisms against 
Wikipedia that pertain to expertise and knowledge 
creation. Jaron Lanier’s widely read essay “Digital 
Maoism: The hazards of the new online collectiv-
ism” (2006) questions some of the basic premises 

of Web 2.0 and Wikipedia in particular. Andrew 
Keen’s book The Cult of the Amateur: How to-
day’s Internet is killing our culture (2007) also 
broadly condemns the contributions of amateurs 
within a Web 2.0 context. The following sections 
examine these critics’ arguments against amateurs 
and Wikipedia.

Jaron Lanier is known as a computer scientist, 
composer, visual artist, and author. He was an early 
pioneer in the field of virtual reality and was named 
one of the 100 most influential people in the world 
by Time magazine in 2010 (Lanier, n.d.). Lanier 
writes frequently about various aspects of digital 
culture, and his 2006 essay, “Digital Maoism: The 
hazards of the new online collectivism,” written 
for the online magazine Edge, is perhaps his best-
known work. The essay is a broad critique of Web 
2.0. According to Lanier, Web 2.0 has in many 
instances led to a bland, amateur-derived online 
collectivism which he calls the “hive mind” that 
has smothered the unique and creative voices of 
individuals. He cites Wikipedia as one example 
of the dangers surrounding online collectivism:

[T]he problem is in the way the Wikipedia has come 
to be regarded and used; how it’s been elevated 
to such importance so quickly. And that is part of 
the larger pattern of the appeal of a new online 
collectivism that is nothing less than a resurgence 
of the idea that the collective is all-wise, that it 
is desirable to have influence concentrated in a 
bottleneck that can channel the collective with the 
most verity and force. (Lanier, 2006) 

Lanier questions the “wisdom of the crowds” 
encouraged by Web 2.0 applications, and illustrates 
the problems of collectivism by citing the televi-
sion show American Idol as a prime example:

As with the Wikipedia, there’s nothing wrong 
with it. The problem is its centrality. More people 
appear to vote in this pop competition than in 
presidential elections … The collective is flat-
tered and it responds. The winners are likable, 
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almost by definition. But John Lennon wouldn’t 
have won. He wouldn’t have made it to the finals 
… The same could be said about Jimi Hendrix, 
Elvis, Joni Mitchell, Duke Ellington, David Byrne, 
Grandmaster Flash, Bob Dylan (please!), and 
almost anyone else who has been vastly influential 
in creating pop music. (2006) 

Again, the argument here is that the collectiv-
ism excludes, or smothers, unique voices in favor 
of those that appeal to the masses.

If we look closely at the way Wikipedia ar-
ticles evolve over time, does the process even fit 
Lanier’s definition of an “online collective”? In 
Here Comes Everybody: The power of organizing 
without organizations (2008), Clay Shirkey argues 
that Wikipedia is not a collective at all:

The people most enamored of describing Wikipe-
dia as the product of a free-form hive mind don’t 
understand how Wikipedia actually works. It is 
the product not of collectivism, but of unending 
argumentation. The articles grow not from har-
monious thought, but from constant scrutiny and 
emendation. (Shirkey, 2009: 139) 

Lanier’s criticisms did not escape the attention 
of Jimmy Wales. In one response, he actually 
agrees with one of Lanier’s main points, but dis-
agrees that it constitutes a problem for Wikipedia:

One aspect of Jaron Lanier’s criticism had to do 
with the passionate, unique, individual voice he 
prefers, rather than this sort of bland, royal-we 
voice of Wikipedia … To that, I’d say “yes, we 
plead guilty quite happily. ” We’re an encyclo-
pedia. (Read, 2006) 

“Digital Maoism” attracted many critical re-
sponses and Lanier seems to have weighed these 
opinions and softened his stance toward Wikipedia 
in his later book, You Are Not a Gadget (2010):

While I’ve run across quite a few incomprehen-
sible, terribly written passages in Wikipedia ar-
ticles, on the whole there’s a consistency of style. 
This can be either a benefit or a loss, depending 
on the topic and what you are after. Some topics 
need the human touch and a sense of context 
and personal voice more than others. (Lanier, 
2006: 143). 

In regards to Wikipedia, Lanier’s whole 
concept of digital Maoism is misapplied. While 
Maoism as an ideology did try to promote an 
egalitarian, classless, society it is perhaps best 
known for Chairman Mao’s Cultural Revolu-
tion. Maoism as it was implemented through the 
Cultural Revolution is the furthest thing from the 
open, knowledge-creating community fostered by 
Wikipedia. The Cultural Revolution tried to create 
a single, nationalistic vision of China that adhered 
to Mao’s ideology. Mao wanted to foster a revolu-
tion that derived from the people, but he used a 
top-down model to make it happen. Wikipedia, 
on the other hand, is egalitarian and democratic 
to a fault. Every article on Wikipedia is the result 
of the mixing and combining of many voices and 
opinions. There is no central dictator (or editor as 
the case may be) that tells people what to write 
or how to go about it.

One of the things Lanier gets right about 
Wikipedia is the dilemma of its meteoric rise and 
vast popularity: “the problem is in the way the 
Wikipedia has come to be regarded and used; how 
it’s been elevated to such importance so quickly” 
(Lanier, 2006). Wikipedia’s ease of access and 
place at the top of many Google search results 
has resulted in an increased lack of critical read-
ing on the Web. A single example will suffice to 
demonstrate the dangers of not reading critically 
on the Web. French composer and conductor 
Maurice Jarre died in 2009. As an experiment, 
Shane Fitzgerald, a sociology student at Dublin 
University, quickly inserted a false, undocumented 
quote into Jarre’s Wikipedia bio. Despite being 
a recent, undocumented addition, multiple large 
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newspapers and websites took the quote at face 
value and used it in their coverage of Jarre’s death. 
Speaking about the experiment, Fitzgerald said,

I am 100 percent convinced that if I hadn’t come 
forward, that quote would have gone down in 
history as something Maurice Jarre said, instead 
of something I made up. It would have become 
another example where, once anything is printed 
enough times in the media without challenge, it 
becomes fact. (Pogatchnik, 2009) 

Lack of critical reading can certainly be a 
great danger within the context of an online col-
lectivism. The problem, though, resides within 
the collective, not within Wikipedia. What should 
worry us is how the collective chooses to make use 
of Wikipedia and other information on the Web.

In response to Lanier’s assertions about the 
dangers of an online collectivism and Wikipedia 
specifically, Jimmy Wales was on to something. 
An encyclopedia article is certainly not the place 
to encourage unique, creative writing. The great 
advantage of Wikipedia over traditional reference 
information sources lies in the fact that it is a com-
pilation of many voices. The Web is vast and has 
many outlets for individual creative expression. 
Expression and knowledge creation on the Web 
is not an “either the collective/or the individual” 
proposition. Both can—and do—coexist quite 
comfortably.

CULT OF THE AMATEUR

One of the most prominent critics of the amateur-
driven Web 2.0 culture in general, and of Wikipedia 
specifically, is Andrew Keen, author of the 2007 
book The Cult of the Amateur: How today’s Inter-
net is killing our culture. Keen is also concerned 
about an online collectivism—although he does 
not use that term—but unlike Lanier he is less 
concerned about creativity and individualism than 
he is with the debate surrounding amateurs and 

experts. In the book, Keen defines an “amateur” 
as “a hobbyist, knowledgeable or otherwise, 
someone who does not make a living from his or 
her field of interest, a layperson, lacking creden-
tials, a dabbler” (Keen, 2007: 36). Keen contends 
that the Internet (and specifically newer Web 2.0 
applications) has elevated the shoddy work of 
amateurs at the expense of the experts:

The cult of the amateur has made it increasingly 
difficult to determine the difference between the 
reader and writer, between artist and spin doctor, 
between art and advertisement, between amateur 
and expert. The result? The decline of the qual-
ity and reliability of the information we receive” 
(Keen, 2007: 27). 

At no point does Keen consider the possibility 
of middle ground between amateur and expert.

However, he does identify a very real problem 
with today’s Internet culture and our ability to 
filter out information and opinions that are dif-
ferent than our own:

Wittingly or not, we seek out information that 
mirrors back our own biases and opinions and 
conforms with our distorted versions of reality. We 
lose that common conversation or informed debate 
over our mutually-agreed upon facts. Rather, we 
perpetuate one anothers’ biases. (Keen, 2007: 83) 

What Keen describes is certainly occurring 
and even encouraged by today’s Internet (think 
about RSS feeds, YouTube Channels, companies 
and organizations you “like” on Facebook). What 
Keen misses is that Wikipedia is one of the few 
examples of a Web 2.0 application that embraces 
informed debate and detests bias. Recall that one 
of the Five Pillars that Wikipedia is founded on is 
“Neutral point of view.” Neutral point of view is 
only achieved through the vigorous debates that 
occur on the discussion pages attached to each 
Wikipedia article.
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Keen goes on to criticize the work of amateurs 
when it comes to knowledge creation:

Without editors, fact-checkers, administrators, or 
regulators to monitor what is being posted, we have 
no one to vouch for the reliability or credibility of 
the content we read … There are no gatekeepers 
to filter truth from fiction, genuine content from 
advertising, legitimate information from errors 
or outright deceit. (Keen, 2007: 64-65) 

The “gatekeepers” Keen is referring to are the 
traditional, credentialed experts, but why should 
we trust the gatekeepers? One of the first prin-
ciples of research that librarians and professors 
try to instill in students is to critically assess all 
sources of information. The gatekeepers—the 
experts—often have strong biases in the way they 
interpret information. These biases are laid bare in 
the book Information Liberation: Challenging the 
corruptions of information power by Brian Martin. 
Martin’s arguments concerning the “corruptions 
of expert knowledge” are relevant here:

[Once] a group of experts has established itself as 
having exclusive control over a body of knowledge, 
it is to their advantage to exclude nonexperts … 
Most experts are full-time professionals. Those 
who might like to make an occasional contribu-
tion are not made welcome. Finally, many experts 
are arrogant, displaying contempt or hostility to 
amateur interlopers. (Martin, 1998: 135). 

Martin demonstrates that the politics and 
economics of research reinforce disciplinary ex-
pertise to the extent that it creates a system that 
is essentially closed to outsiders. Moreover, the 
expert gatekeepers that Keen puts so much stock 
in have been shown to be more biased than non-
experts (Ericsson et al., 2006: 26-27). Academics 
(experts) make a career out of carving out their own 
niche within a profession which they lay claim to 
through research and publication. The openness 
of Wikipedia and the article review process go 

a long way in eliminating expert bias. What we 
need to encourage is not necessarily more expert 
gatekeepers, but rather critical consumers of infor-
mation from all sources whether it be Wikipedia, 
Encyclopedia Britannica, or Fox News.

One final assertion by Keen merits some discus-
sion because it illuminates the role that amateurs 
can play in knowledge creation:

Today, the OED [Oxford English Dictionary] and 
the Encyclopedia Britannica, two trusted refer-
ence volumes upon which we have long relied 
for information, are being replaced by Wikipedia 
and other user-generated resources … Unlike the 
OED, which was crafted by a carefully vetted 
and selected team of experienced professionals, 
Wikipedia … allows anyone to add and edit entries 
on its website. (Keen, 2007: 37). 

The origins of the OED are actually much 
closer to the Wikipedia model than the Britan-
nica model. To understand why this is, one needs 
to understand the basic history of how the OED 
was created. The OED was—and still is—one 
of the most ambitious works of scholarship and 
knowledge creation ever conceived. Rather than 
simply defining words, the idea behind the OED 
was to create a comprehensive dictionary of the 
English language that provided not only defini-
tions, but also the etymological evolution of every 
word over time. Changing meanings of words 
were to be documented through direct quotations 
from the earliest original sources. Richard Trench 
first proposed this radically ambitious project in 
a paper he delivered to the Philological Society 
of England in 1857. His speech, “On Some Defi-
ciencies in Our English Dictionaries,” outlined the 
problems with current dictionaries and his vision 
for a new comprehensive English dictionary. The 
most radical aspect of his proposal is that most 
of English literature would have to be culled to 
determine the earliest usages of each word. For 
this immense task the Philological Society (mostly 
composed of amateur philologists) hoped that 
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“many besides its own members would gladly 
divide with them the toil and honour of such an 
undertaking. An entire army would join hand in 
hand till it covered the whole breadth of the island 
… this drawing a sweep-net over the whole extent 
of English Literature.” (Winchester, 2003: 44)

This was certainly a radical departure from 
the way earlier dictionaries and encyclopedias 
had been compiled. The democratic nature of the 
project appealed to the members of the Philologi-
cal Society “by involving in the making of the 
lexicon the very people who spoke and read the 
language, the project would be of the people, a 
scheme that, quite literally, would be classically 
democratic” (Winchester, 2003: 44). By now the 
similarities with Wikipedia should be apparent. 
In the end, the OED was the first large, success-
fully crowdsourced reference book. When the 
first edition of the OED was finally completed in 
1928, it defined 415,000 words with 1.8 million 
quotations. The great majority of these quotations 
were culled from the 6 million slips of paper sent 
in by volunteer amateur readers (Winchester, 
1998:109). The names of many of these volun-
teers are enshrined in the preface to each edition 
of the OED “Without regard to class or standing, 
qualification or creed, and certainly disregarding 
gender” (Winchester, 2003: 188). Nor is this reli-
ance on amateur volunteer readers some quaint 
historical artifact. One can still volunteer to read 
for the OED today.

As with Wikipedia, it should be noted that the 
amateur volunteers who created the OED were not 
just random people off the street contributing for 
the heck of it. Rather, they exemplified the ethos 
of the amateur-expert. OED volunteers read in 
areas of literature for which they had specific 
interests. Likewise, Wikipedia contributors do 
not write and edit articles randomly; rather they 
focus on areas of knowledge in which they have 
some experience or interest. The end result, in 
both cases, has been the creation of two of the 
most significant compilations of knowledge in 
the English language.

The Rise of the Amateur-Expert

Does the rise of the amateur-expert entail the 
decline and fall of the traditional expert? Not 
necessarily. Web 2.0 and amateur-experts are 
certainly challenging some of the roles of experts 
in our society but there are limitations to the reach 
of these challenges. Amateur-experts have had 
great success in leveraging the crowdsourcing 
model to create a massive encyclopedia and write 
excellent free software. Experts must cede some 
control over basic knowledge creation to amateur-
experts. Traditional expertise will persist in some 
form because knowledge creation is really only 
a starting point. Experts are those who can take 
an existing body of knowledge and interpret it, 
synthesize it, and apply it to various contexts. For 
example, Wikipedia provides you with a wealth 
of information but it does not teach you how to 
actually conduct research—librarians and educa-
tors at various levels of schooling will always be 
needed for that task. There is an overabundance 
of health information on the Web, but people still 
trust doctors to make sense of it all and to apply 
that knowledge to them specifically. State and 
federal laws are easily accessible on the Internet, 
but to actually apply any knowledge of those laws 
in a court of law requires a level of expertise well 
beyond that of the amateur-expert.

WIKIPEDIA AND ACADEMIA

From its earliest days Wikipedia and much of 
academia have been at odds. Academia represents 
one of the traditional strongholds of expertise. 
Expertise in academia is closely linked to the 
level of degree achieved (Masters, PhD, MD, 
etc.) and to scholarly publications. The authority 
of scholarly publication rests with the creden-
tials of the author and publication coupled with 
a peer review process. Wikipedia’s threat to this 
model of expertise is obvious—all its articles 
are anonymous and peer review is an informal 
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process. Furthermore, the content of Wikipedia 
can be freely borrowed and reused, a system that 
is anathema to the rigid rules that govern modern 
author and publisher agreements. Still, Wikipedia 
has tremendous potential as a pedagogical tool. 
Using Wikipedia articles to teach students the 
research process is an obvious example. Some 
instructors have also used Wikipedia to teach 
disciplinary knowledge by having students analyze 
and then improve specific articles. At this point, 
Wikipedia is not going away. If the experts still 
see problems with the reliability and accuracy of 
Wikipedia articles within their field of expertise, 
the best course of action is to work actively to 
improve them.

Wikipedia and other Web 2.0 applications have 
also forced universities and federal granting agen-
cies to reconsider the traditional publishing model 
wherein they subsidize writing and research but 
then have to buy back the results of those efforts 
from publishers. The open access movement has 
gained a good deal of traction between 2006 and 
2011, both in the United States and internationally. 
As of 2008, the published results of all research 
funded by the National Institutes of Health (NIH) 
must be made freely available in the PubMed 
Central Database within 12 months of publica-
tion. Various prominent universities including 
Harvard, Stanford, and MIT are either wholly or 
partially committed to open access (Open Access 
Directory, 2011).

Experts have also adopted some aspects of 
the Wikipedia model to create open access text 
books. The best known of these is the freely avail-
able Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, which 
actually predates Wikipedia by about five years. 
This work was created and maintained entirely by 
experts, but is a perfect example of how experts 
can work collaboratively on a reference work that 
is not limited to libraries and individuals who can 
afford it. While writing about Wikipedia for The 
Journal of American History, Roy Rosenzweig 
summarizes this tension between the expert writ-
ers and publishers:

Why are so many of our scholarly journals locked 
away behind subscription gates? What about 
American National Biography Online—written 
by professional historians, sponsored by our 
scholarly societies, and supported by millions of 
dollars in foundation and government grants? 
Why is it available only to libraries that often 
pay thousands of dollars per year rather than to 
everyone on the Web as Wikipedia is? Shouldn’t 
professional historians join in the massive de-
mocratization of access to knowledge reflected 
by Wikipedia and the Web in general? American 
National Biography Online may be a significantly 
better historical resource than Wikipedia, but its 
impact is much smaller because it is available 
to so few people. (Rosenzweig, 2006: 137-138) 

Rosenzweig goes on to propose a “collabora-
tive U.S. history textbook that would be free to 
all of our students” (Rosenzweig, 2006: 145). The 
Encyclopedia of Life (EOL) is a Wikipedia-like 
online project whose “goal is to make freely avail-
able to anyone knowledge about all the world’s 
organisms” (Help Build EOL, 2011). This online 
encyclopedia strikes a balance between Wikipedia 
and The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. 
Anyone—expert or amateur—can contribute to 
the EOL, but all submissions are reviewed by 
“expert curators” before going live on the site. 
One of the lasting legacies of Wikipedia will be 
the way it challenged traditional publishing and its 
role in forcing the world to consider the potential 
of open access publishing.

Whither Web 3.0?

Web 3.0 is the supposed successor to Web 2.0 
that is generally characterized by user-centered 
design and open participation. Librarian Steven 
Harris assesses Web 2.0 in the context of knowl-
edge creation:

That is the real purpose behind the Web 2.0 move-
ment: to make data discoverable and usable (or 
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re-usable) by people. The synthesis of information 
is what expands human knowledge. Collective 
endeavors like Wikipedia give all individuals an 
opportunity to participate in that process. (John-
son, 2007: 49) 

Web 3.0 is currently an abstraction with no 
universally agreed-upon characteristics. Many 
believe that one element of Web 3.0 will be the 
“Semantic Web” wherein computers and networks 
can understand and apply information. In regards 
to the roles of amateurs and experts, Web entre-
preneur Jason Calacanis believes,

The wisdom of the crowds has peaked. Web 3.0 is 
taking what we’ve built in Web 2.0—the wisdom 
of the crowds—and putting an editorial layer on it 
of truly talented, compensated people to make the 
product more trusted and refined. (Dokoupil, 2008) 

Andrew Keen shares Calacanis’s belief that 
Web 3.0 will be defined—in part—by a resurgence 
of the experts: “The future of the Internet is the 
combination of the traditional media expertise of 
Web 1.0 media with the user-generated democracy 
of the Web 2.0 revolution” (Keen, 2008). Perhaps 
another lasting legacy of Web 2.0, as exemplified 
by the success of Wikipedia, will be a general 
acknowledgement that the wisdom of the crowds 
is a very real and powerful phenomenon. Pos-
sibly the experts will soften their stance toward 
the amateurs and find more productive ways to 
collaborate.

CONCLUSION

What is knowledge? How do we know that we 
know? What is truth?

The radical nature of Wikipedia lies in how 
it has answered these epistemological questions. 
Wikipedia has been a major player in redefining 
knowledge and expertise in the 21st century. To 
borrow an example from linguistics, we know a 

tree is a tree because that is the commonly agreed-
upon term in English. Wikipedia has shown us 
that knowledge need not come only from experts. 
The wisdom of the crowds has created an ever-
changing base of collective knowledge in the form 
of Wikipedia. Larry Sanger again best addresses 
these epistemological questions:

Wikipedia is a global project. Its special feature is 
that no one is privileged, and over time, the views 
of thousands of people are weighed and mixed in. 
Such an open, welcoming, unfettered institution 
has a better claim than any other to represent the 
consensus of Humanity. (Sanger, 2009: 58) 

Although Sanger does not say it explicitly, the 
“consensus of humanity” could be one definition 
of truth. Truth on Wikipedia is a never-ending 
process of argument and compromise.

The wisdom of the crowds as exemplified by 
Wikipedia appears to be a new form of expertise. 
In reality, the wisdom of the crowds is as old as 
humanity. It is part of the reason that people have 
always formed communities. For most of history, 
the wisdom of the crowds was limited to those 
with close physical proximity. The Oxford English 
Dictionary was the first major information source 
to successfully tap the wisdom of the crowds over 
a large geographical area. The Internet and Web 
2.0 applications such as the wiki have removed 
geographical barriers and greatly simplified the 
process of crowdsourcing. In our global society, 
the wisdom of the crowds will continue to be a 
major source of knowledge creation.

In Europe during the Middle Ages, the Church 
and its “experts” tightly controlled accepted 
knowledge. Championing science and reason, 
the Enlightenment challenged and usurped the 
Church as the universal source of knowledge. 
Following the Enlightenment, expert knowledge 
has been controlled and meted out by universities 
and professional organizations. For the last 300 
years or so, there have not been any significant 
challenges to expertise. Neither radio nor televi-
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sion posed a major threat. In an incredibly short 
time, the Internet, and specifically Web 2.0 ap-
plications such as Wikipedia, have forced a radical 
rethinking of expertise.

REFERENCES

About. (2011). From Wikipedia. Retrieved July 
06, 2011, from http://en.Wikipedia.org/w/index.
php?title=Wikipedia:About&oldid=437810305

Administrators. (2012). From Wikipedia. Re-
trieved January 26, 2012, from http://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Wikipedia:Administrators

Angwin, J., & Fowler, G. A. (2009). Volunteers 
log off as Wikipedia ages. Wall Street Journal—
Eastern Edition, 254(123), A1-A17. Retrieved 
from http://search.ebscohost.com.proxy.iwu.edu/
login.aspx?direct=true&db=nfh&AN=45358947
&site=eds-live&scope=site

Ayers, P., Matthews, C., & Yates, B. (2008). How 
Wikipedia works: And how you can be a part of 
it. San Francisco, CA: No Starch Press.

Benkler, Y. (2006). The wealth of networks: 
How social production transforms markets and 
freedom. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Blair, A. (2010). Too much to know: Managing 
scholarly information before the modern age. New 
Haven, CT: Yale University Press.

Bomis. (2011). Retrieved July 06, 2011, from 
http://en.Bomis.org/wiki?title=Bomis&old
id=100773755

BritannicaStore.com. (2010). Retrieved July 
06, 2011, from http://www.britannicastore.com/
The-Encyclopaedia-Britannica-2010-Copyright/
invt/printset10

Contributing to Wikipedia. (2011). From Wiki-
pedia. Retrieved June 14, 2011, from http://
en.Wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Contributing_
to_Wikipedia

Doctorow, C. (2006). On “Digital Maoism: The 
hazards of the new online collectivism” by Jaron 
Lanier. Retrieved June 14, 2011, from http://www.
edge.org/discourse/digital_maoism.html

Dokoupil, T. (2008). Revenge of the experts. Re-
trieved June 06, 2011, from http://www.newsweek.
com/2008/03/05/revenge-of-the-experts.html

Encyclopedia of Life. (2011). Help build EOL. 
Retrieved July 06, 2011, from http://www.eol.
org/content/page/help_build_eol

Ericsson, K. A. (2006). The Cambridge handbook 
of expertise and expert performance. Cambridge, 
UK: Cambridge University Press. doi:10.1017/
CBO9780511816796

Errors in the Encyclopedia Britannica that Have 
Been Corrected in Wikipedia. (2011). From 
Wikipedia. Retrieved July 6, 2011, from http://
en.Wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia:Errors_in_the_
Encyclop%C3%A6dia_Britannica_that_have_
been_corrected_in_Wikipedia

Expert. (2011). In the Oxford English Diction-
ary Online. Retrieved September 19, 2011, from 
http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/66551?rskey=h
pFQT6&result=1

Five Pillars. (2011). From Wikipedia. Re-
trieved July 06, 2011, from http://en.Wikipedia.
org/w/index.php?title=Wikipedia:Five_
pillars&oldid=437188511

Galton, F. (1907). Vox populi.  Nature, 75, •••. 
Retrieved from http://search.ebscohost.com.
proxy.iwu.edu/login.aspx?direct=true&db=edsr
ef&AN=HFAFDCIG&site=eds-live&scope=site 
doi:10.1038/075450a0

Giles, J. (2005). Internet encyclopaedias go 
head to head.  Nature, 438(7070), 900–901. 
Retrieved from http://search.ebscohost.com.
proxy.iwu.edu/login.aspx?direct=true&db=cme
dm&AN=16355180&site=eds-live&scope=site 
doi:10.1038/438900a



33

Wikipedia’s Success and the Rise of the Amateur-Expert

Glott, R., Schmidt, P., & Ghosh, R. (2010). 
Wikipedia survey: Overview of results. United 
Nations University. Retrieved from http://
www.wikipediastudy.org/docs/Wikipedia_
Overview_15March2010-FINAL.pdf

History of Wikipedia. (2011). From Wikipedia. 
Retrieved June 14, 2011, from http://en.Wikipedia.
org/wiki/History_of_Wikipedia

Howe, J. (2006). Crowdsourcing: A definition. Re-
trieved July 06, 2011, from http://crowdsourcing.
typepad.com/cs/2006/06/crowdsourcing_a.html

Howe, J. (2008). Crowdsourcing: Why the future 
of the crowd is driving the future of business. New 
York, NY: Crown Business Publishing.

Javanmardi, S., & Lopes, C. (2010). Statisti-
cal measure of quality in Wikipedia. Pro-
ceedings of the First Workshop on Social 
Media Analytics, Washington, DC (p. 132). 
doi:10.1145/1964858.1964876

Johnson, K. (2007). Collectivism vs. individual-
ism in a wiki world: Librarians respond to Jaron 
Lanier’s essay “Digital Maoism: The hazards of 
the new online collectivism.”. Serials Review, 
33(1), 45–53. doi:10.1016/j.serrev.2006.11.002

Keen, A. (2007). Cult of the amateur: How today’s 
Internet is killing our culture and assaulting our 
economy. Great Britain: Doubleday/Currency.

Keen, A. (2008). Web 1.0 + web 2.0 = web 3.0. 
Retrieved July 6, 2011, from http://andrewkeen.
typepad.com/the_great_seduction/2008/04/web-
10-web-20-w.html

Kogan, H. (1958). The great EB: The story of 
the Encyclopaedia Britannica. University of 
Chicago Press.

Lamb, B. (2005). C-SPAN Q&A, Jimmy Wales. 
Retrieved June 20, 2011, from http://www.q-and-a.
org/Transcript/?ProgramID=1042

Lanier, J. (2006). Digital Maoism: The hazards 
of the new online collectivism. Retrieved July 
6, 2011, from http://www.edge.org/3rd_culture/
lanier06/lanier06_index.html

Lanier, J. (2010). You are not a gadget. New York, 
NY: Knopf.

Lih, A. (2009). The Wikipedia revolution: How 
a bunch of nobodies created the world’s greatest 
encyclopedia. New York, NY: Hyperion.

Magnus, P. D. (2008). Early response to false 
claims in Wikipedia.  First Monday, 13(9). Re-
trieved from http://search.ebscohost.com.proxy.
iwu.edu/login.aspx?direct=true&db=edsref&AN
=IDBEEJCC&site=eds-live&scope=site

Martin, B. (1998). Information liberation: Chal-
lenging the corruptions of information power. 
London, UK: Freedom Press.

Nupedia. (2011). From Wikipedia. Retrieved 
06/07, 2011, from http://en.Wikipedia.org/w/
index.php?title=Nupedia&oldid=434451549

Open Access Directory. (2011). Retrieved July 
06, 2011, from http://oad.simmons.edu/oadwiki/
Main_Page

Open Source Software. (2011). From Wiki-
pedia. Retrieved July 06, 2011, from http://
en.Wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Open_
source&oldid=438039561

Pershing, B. (2009). Kennedy, Byrd the latest 
victims of Wikipedia errors. Retrieved June 
27, 2011, from http://voices.washingtonpost.
com/capitol-briefing/2009/01/kennedy_the_lat-
est_victim_of_w.html

Poe, M. (2006). The hive.  Atlantic Monthly, 298(2), 
86. Retrieved from http://search.ebscohost.com.
proxy.iwu.edu/login.aspx?direct=true&db=aph&
AN=21796182&site=eds-live&scope=site



34

Wikipedia’s Success and the Rise of the Amateur-Expert

Pogatchnik, S. (2009). Student hoaxes world’s 
media on Wikipedia. Retrieved June 29, 2011, 
from http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/30699302/
ns/technology_and_science-tech_and_gadgets/t/
student-hoaxes-worlds-media-Wikipedia/

Raymond, E. (1999). The cathedral and the bazaar.  
Knowledge, Technology & Policy, 12(3), 23. Re-
trieved from http://search.ebscohost.com.proxy.
iwu.edu/login.aspx?direct=true&db=ehh&AN=6
128761&site=eds-live&scope=site doi:10.1007/
s12130-999-1026-0

Read, B. (2006). Can Wikipedia ever make the 
grade?  The Chronicle of Higher Education, 
53(10), A31–A36. Retrieved from http://search.
ebscohost.com.proxy.iwu.edu/login.aspx?dir
ect=true&db=ehh&AN=22984124&site=eds-
live&scope=site

Rector, L. H. (2008). Comparison of Wiki-
pedia and other encyclopedias for accuracy, 
breadth, and depth in historical articles.  RSR. 
Reference Services Review, 36(1), 7. Re-
trieved from http://search.ebscohost.com.
proxy.iwu.edu/login.aspx?direct=true&db=ed
a&AN=32895218&site=eds-live&scope=site 
doi:10.1108/00907320810851998

Sanger, L. M. (2006). Why make room for experts 
in Web 2.0? Retrieved June 14, 2011, from http://
www.Bomis.org/roomforexperts.html

Sanger, L. M. (2007). Who says we know? On 
the new politics of knowledge. Retrieved June 
14, 2011, from http://edge.org/conversation/
who-says-we-know-on-the-new-politics-of-
knowledge

Sanger, L. M. (2009). The fate of expertise after 
“Wikipedia.” Episteme: A Journal of Social 
Epistemology, 6(1), 52-73. Retrieved from http://
search.ebscohost.com.proxy.iwu.edu/login.aspx?
direct=true&db=phl&AN=PHL2133300&site=e
ds-live&scope=site

Schiff, S. (2006). Know it all: Can Wikipedia 
conquer expertise?  New Yorker (New York, N.Y.), 
82(23), 36–43. Retrieved from http://search.
ebscohost.com.proxy.iwu.edu/login.aspx?direc
t=true&db=mzh&AN=2006534151&site=eds-
live&scope=site

Shirky, C. (2009). Here comes everybody: The 
power of organizing without organizations. New 
York, NY: Penguin Books.

Statistics. (2011). From Wikipedia. Retrieved 
07/06, 2011, from http://en.Wikipedia.org/wiki/
Special:Statistics

Stross, R. (2006). Anonymous source is not the 
same as open source. New York Times (Late City 
Edition), 155, 5. Retrieved from http://search.
ebscohost.com.proxy.iwu.edu/login.aspx?dir
ect=true&db=eda&AN=20642306&site=eds-
live&scope=site

Suh, B., Convertino, G., Chi, E., & Pirolli, P. 
(2009). The singularity is not near: Slowing 
growth of Wikipedia. WikiSym ‘09 Proceedings 
of the 5th International Symposium on Wikis 
and Open Collaboration, Orlando, Florida. 
doi:10.1145/1641309.1641322

Surowiecki, J. (2004). The wisdom of crowds: 
Why the many are smarter than the few and how 
collective wisdom shapes business, economies, 
societies, and nations (1st ed.). New York, NY: 
Doubleday.

Top Sites in the United States. (2011). From Alexa. 
Retrieved June 20, 2011, from http://www.alexa.
com/topsites/countries/US

Van Doren, C. (1962). The idea of an encyclo-
pedia.  The American Behavioral Scientist, 6(1), 
23. Retrieved from http://search.ebscohost.com.
proxy.iwu.edu/login.aspx?direct=true&db=ed
a&AN=53228037&site=eds-live&scope=site 
doi:10.1177/000276426200600105



35

Wikipedia’s Success and the Rise of the Amateur-Expert

Wikipedians. (2012). From Wikipedia. Retrieved 
January 26, 2012, from http://en.wikipedia.org/
wiki/Wikipedia:Wikipedians#cite_note-0

Winchester, S. (1998). The professor and the mad-
man: A tale of murder, insanity, and the making 
of the Oxford English Dictionary (1st ed.). New 
York, NY: HarperCollins.

Winchester, S. (2003). The meaning of everything: 
The story of the Oxford English Dictionary. New 
York, NY: Oxford University Press.

ADDITIONAL READING

Arup, C., & van Caenegem, W. (Eds.). (2009). 
Intellectual property policy reform: Fostering 
innovation and development. Northampton, MA: 
Elgar.

Badke, W. (2008). What to do with Wikipedia. 
Online, 32(2), 48-50. Retrieved from http://
search.ebscohost.com.proxy.iwu.edu/login.asp
x?direct=true&db=c9h&AN=31131975&site=e
ds-live&scope=site

Baytiyeh, H., & Pfaffman, J. (2010). Volunteers 
in Wikipedia: Why the community matters.  Jour-
nal of Educational Technology & Society, 13(2), 
128–140. Retrieved from http://search.ebscohost.
com.proxy.iwu.edu/login.aspx?direct=true&db=
eric&AN=EJ895662&site=eds-live&scope=site 
and http://www.ifets.info/others/

Bennett, D. (2011). Ten years of remarkable detail: 
Wikipedia. Bloomberg Businessweek, (4212), 
57-61. Retrieved from http://search.ebscohost.
com.proxy.iwu.edu/login.aspx?direct=true&db
=bsh&AN=57248007&site=eds-live&scope=site

Broughton, J. (2008). Wikipedia: The missing 
manual (1st ed.). Beijing, China: O’Reilly.

Chandler, C. J., & Gregory, A. S. (2010). Sleeping 
with the enemy: Wikipedia in the college class-
room.  The History Teacher, 43(2), 247–257. Re-
trieved from http://search.ebscohost.com.proxy.
iwu.edu/login.aspx?direct=true&db=eric&AN=
EJ893816&site=eds-live&scope=site

Dalby, A. (2009). The world and Wikipedia: How 
we are editing reality. Somerset, UK: Siduri.

Fallis, D. (2009). Introduction: The epistemology 
of mass collaboration. Episteme: A Journal of 
Social Epistemology, 6(1), 1-7. Retrieved from 
http://search.ebscohost.com.proxy.iwu.edu/login.
aspx?direct=true&db=phl&AN=PHL2133296&
site=eds-live&scope=site

Forte, A., & Bruckman, A. (2005). Why do people 
write for Wikipedia? Incentives to contribute to 
open content publishing. Paper presented at the 
41st Annual Hawaii Intenational Conference on 
System Sciences, Sanibel Island, FL. Retrieved 
from http://search.ebscohost.com.proxy.iwu.edu/
login.aspx?direct=true&db=edsref&AN=DAHIC
SSSIF.BJJE&site=eds-live&scope=site

Forte, A., Larco, V., & Bruckman, A. (2009). 
Decentralization in Wikipedia governance.  Jour-
nal of Management Information Systems, 26(1), 
49–72. Retrieved from http://search.ebscohost.
com.proxy.iwu.edu/login.aspx?direct=true&db
=bsh&AN=43590686&site=eds-live&scope=site 
doi:10.2753/MIS0742-1222260103

Garfinkel, S. L. (2008). Wikipedia and the meaning 
of truth.  Technology Review, 111(6), 84–86. Re-
trieved from http://search.ebscohost.com.proxy.
iwu.edu/login.aspx?direct=true&db=mth&AN=
35342513&site=eds-live&scope=site

Grathwhol, C. (2011). Wikipedia comes of age.  
The Chronicle of Higher Education, 57(20), B2. 
Retrieved from http://search.ebscohost.com.
proxy.iwu.edu/login.aspx?direct=true&db=ehh&
AN=57722392&site=eds-live&scope=site



36

Wikipedia’s Success and the Rise of the Amateur-Expert

Head, A. J., & Eisenberg, M. B. (2010). How 
today’s college students use Wikipedia for course-
related research.  First Monday, 15(3). Retrieved 
from http://search.ebscohost.com.proxy.iwu.edu/
login.aspx?direct=true&db=edsref&AN=IDJJDF
CC&site=eds-live&scope=site

Kittur, A., & Kraut, R. E. (2008). Harnessing 
the wisdom of crowds in Wikipedia: Quality 
through coordination. ACM 2008 Conference 
on Computer Supported Cooperative Work, (pp. 
37-46). Retrieved from http://search.ebscohost.
com.proxy.iwu.edu/login.aspx?direct=true&db
=edsref&AN=ABCCSCW.BJJH.CG&site=eds-
live&scope=site

Lamb, G. M. (2006). Online Wikipedia is not 
Britannica—but it’s close. Christian Science 
Monitor, 98(28), 13-17. Retrieved from http://
search.ebscohost.com.proxy.iwu.edu/login.asp
x?direct=true&db=nfh&AN=19333880&site=e
ds-live&scope=site

Magnus, P. D. (2006). Epistemology and the 
Wikipedia. Paper presented at the North American 
Computing and Philosophy Conference. Retrieved 
from http://search.ebscohost.com.proxy.iwu.edu/
login.aspx?direct=true&db=edsref&AN=NAC
PC.BJJF&site=eds-live&scope=site

Magnus, P. D. (2009). On trusting Wikipedia. Epis-
teme: A Journal of Social Epistemology, 6(1), 74-
90. Retrieved from http://search.ebscohost.com.
proxy.iwu.edu/login.aspx?direct=true&db=phl
&AN=PHL2133301&site=eds-live&scope=site

Olleros, F. X. (2008). Learning to trust the crowd: 
Some lessons from Wikipedia. International 
MCETECH Conference on e-Technologies, Mon-
treal, Canada, (pp. 212-218). Retrieved from http://
search.ebscohost.com.proxy.iwu.edu/login.aspx?
direct=true&db=edsref&AN=BIMCCEHMCBJ.
BJJH.BAB&site=eds-live&scope=site

Raymond, E. S. (2001). The cathedral and the 
bazaar: Musings on Linux and open source by an 
accidental revolutionary (Rev. ed.). Cambridge, 
MA: O’Reilly.

Reagle, J. M. (2010). Good faith collaboration: 
The culture of Wikipedia. Cambridge, MA: The 
MIT Press.

Rosenzweig, R. (2006). Can history be open 
source? Wikipedia and the future of the past.  The 
Journal of American History, 93(1), 117–146. 
Retrieved from http://search.ebscohost.com.
proxy.iwu.edu/login.aspx?direct=true&db=ap
h&AN=21254262&site=eds-live&scope=site 
doi:10.2307/4486062

Zickuhr, K., & Rainie, L. (2011). Wikipedia, past 
and present. Retrieved from http://www.pewin-
ternet.org/Reports/2011/Wikipedia/Report.aspx

KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

Amateur: A non-professional who engages in 
an area of study as an unpaid hobby or pastime.

Amateur-Expert: Someone who has gained 
a great deal of specialized knowledge through 
study or practice, but lacks traditional academic 
or professional credentials.

Crowdsourcing: Outsourcing a task or project 
to a large, undefined, group of people.

Egalitarianism: A social philosophy that 
advocates for a classless society and equal rights 
for all.

Epistemology: The philosophical study of 
knowledge and the theory of knowledge.

Expert: A person who has obtained academic 
or professional credentials and a comprehensive 
and authoritative knowledge in a particular area.

Reliability: A comparative, rather than abso-
lute, quality indicating a consistently high degree 
of accuracy versus error.

Web 2.0: The second generation of web Web 
services characterized by a focus on user partici-
pation, collaboration, and interaction.
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