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ODOKING BACK, 1T WAS NAIVE TO
expect Wikipedia's 10§'rildk‘ to
last forever. Since its inceptionin
2001, the user-w ritten online en-
.;\-(lup\‘di.] has t‘N[‘.‘:ﬁdE‘d EIUSt as

everything else online has: exponentially.

Up until about two years ago, Wikipedians

were adding, on average, some 2,200 new

articles to the project every day. The Eng-
lish version hit the 2 million-article mark
in Septembe and then the 3 million
mark in August 2009—surpassing the
6oo-year-old Chinese Yongle Encyclopedia as
of general knowledge
at least according to
tself).
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that the Web has limis :iter all, particu-
larly when it €OWIES 10 (fie phenomenon
known as crowdsouicing Wikipedians—
the volunteers WhO I [he site, especially
the approximately 1,000 cditors who wield
the most pong “hat yvou see—have
been in a selEXEHECU\: mood. Not only is
Wikipedia SIOWHIE, U 2150 new stats sug-
gest that hard"€0T€ P icipants are a pretty
homogeneouSSEE—! " pposite of the ecu-

menical wiki 1deal. \\ ien, for instance,

About 820,000
people contriiteq
to Wikipedia i,
March 2007, T5¢
was the peal; ihe
site hasn't sc. as
many editors sjco

make up only 13% of contributors. The provi-
ect’sannual conference in Buenos Aires this
summer bustled with discussions:@bout
the numbers and how the moveme'n‘jt can
attract a wider class of participants,

At the same time, volunteers h
been trying to improve Wikipedia's trust

]

worthiness, which has been sullied by a ~

few defamatory hoaxes—most notably,one
involving the journalist John Seigenthaler,
whose Wikipedia entry falsely stated that
he'd been a suspect in the John F. Kennedy
and Robert F. Kennedy assassinations.
They recently instituted a major change,
imposing a layer of editorial control on en-
tries about living people. In the past, only
articles on high-profile subjects like Barack
Obama were protected from anonymous
revisions. Under the new plan, people can
freely alter Wikipedia articles on, say, their
local officials or company head-—but those
changes will become live

; only once they've
een vetted by a Wikipedia administra:

tor. "Few articles on W ikipedia are more
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1‘1:nhport§{1@_tﬂan those thatare about people
0 are actyally walking the earth," says
Jay Wals!-ll,a spokesman for the Wiki;'nedia
kuungilmn_. the nonprofitthat oversees the
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Chi also notes the rise of wiki-lawyering:
for your edits to stick, you've got to learn

to cite the complex laws of Wikipedia in
arguments with other editors. Together,
these changes have created a commu-
nity not very hospitable to newcomers.
Chi says, “People begin to wonder, ‘Why
should I contribute anymore?'>—and sud-
denly, like rabbits out of food, Wikipedia’s
population stops growing.

The foundation has been working to
address some of these issues; for example,
it is improving the site’s antiquated, often
incomprehensible editing interface. But
as for the larger issue of trying to attract
a more diverse constituency, it has no
specific plan—only a goal. “The average
Wikipedian is a young man in a wealthy
country who's probably a grad student—
somebody who’s smart, literate, engaged
in the world of ideas, thinking, learning,
writing all the time,” Gardner says. Those
people are invaluable, she notes, but the
encyclopedia is missing the voices of peo-
ple in developing countries, women and
expertsin variousspecialties that have tra-
flitiomlly been divorced from tech. “We're
just starting to get our heads around this.
It’s a genuinely difficult problem,” Gard-
ner says. “Obviously, Wikipedia is pretty
good now. It works. But our challenge is
to build a rich, diverse, broad culture of
people, which is harder than it looks.”

Before Wikipedia, nobody would have
believed that an anonymous band of
strangers could create something so use-
B e st

1 t1aces, someday the whole ex-
periment might blow up? “There are some
blqggers out there who say, ‘Oh, yeah
Wikipedia will be gone in ﬁve.: Yt‘ar‘s 2 (a:h_,
says. “I think that's sensational. Byt I
data does suggest its existence ir; I )
Yea';; may be in question.” S
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