Wikipedia vs. Encyclopedia 

Earlier this year, Keen and Wales appeared at Inforum, a division of the Commonwealth Club of California, which is the largest and oldest public forum in the United States. Following is a portion of their discussion, moderated by National Public Radio's David Ewing Duncan.

 “I would say Wikipedia is finally the first realization of the dream of an encyclopedia,” says its founder, Jimmy Wales. That is not the point of view of Andrew Keen, Internet critic and author of The Cult of the Amateur: How Today’s Internet Is Killing Our Culture. Their dialogue. 

David Ewing Duncan: I’m going to ask both of you: From your point of view, what is Wikipedia? 

Jimmy Wales: Wikipedia is a charitable effort—with the goal of creating a free encyclopedia in all the languages of the world. By “free,” we mean free in the sense of open-source software, so it’s freely licensed. People can copy it and modify it, redistribute it, all those things. By “encyclopedia,” we mean high-quality reference work. And by “all the languages of the world,” we mean exactly that. We mean for every person on the planet to have their own encyclopedia. 

DED: OK. Andrew? 

It’s not enough to be rewarded purely in virtue. Virtue does not pay mortgages, it doesn’t put food on the table. 
—Andrew Keener 

Andrew Keen: I wouldn’t call Wikipedia an encyclopedia. And that’s not a criticism. “Encyclopedia” is something where you have centralized editors who make calls on whether something is more important than something else. So they’ll decide that, you know, Henry VIII deserves a larger entry than Henry III or Henry II or Henry the Nothing. Wikipedia is, in my view—and again, this isn’t necessarily a criticism—Wikipedia is an editorless information resource in which anyone is free to enter what they consider to be important information, and other people are free to edit that information. . . . 

JW: It’s certainly not editorless, and it’s certainly not a completely flat structure. It’s commonly perceived that way, but in fact, there’s a very complicated social structure and a complicated set of norms and values that are far more traditional than most people understand. It is true that we don’t have a centralized system for doing that. We believe that doesn’t work, for the same reason that we find that centrally planned economies don’t work. The idea is to push decision-making out into the hands of the editors themselves. And then lastly, you know, we don’t have a decision, a central decision or even a decision at all, as to whether to have a longer entry on Henry VIII versus Henry III, because Wiki is not paper. There’s actually no reason we have to cut at a certain size—make a decision like that. So sometimes people say, “Gosh, you’ve got all these articles about Pokémon,” and we say, “Yes, but they’re not actually getting in the way of the articles about Shakespeare. . . .” 

DED: . . . Jimmy, should all knowledge be free, or most of it? I mean, given especially that it does cost money to gather knowledge. And I’m asking this—I have to admit here, fairly early on, a certain bias, since I’m a professional writer and I actually get paid for this stuff. How do I get paid in your universe? 

JW: I don’t think the question “Should all knowledge be free?” is really the right question to ask. I don’t think “should” has very much to do with it. I think that given the new technologies that we have, the ability to share knowledge, the ability to copy things, the ability to transmit knowledge is radically increased. And so for certain types of knowledge, it is possible, for the first time, to make it available for very, very close to free. 

DED: I’m not talking about availability as much as I am for production. 

JW: . . . It can be produced and made available for free. For other types of knowledge, I don’t think that’s possible. I don’t think it’s going to be possible anytime soon. Certainly, one of the things that we’ve always stuck to as a very firm rule in Wikipedia is no original research. This is not the place to publish your original theory of magnetism, right? . . . But the production of new knowledge, right, is an expensive process. Now, whether the right way to fund that process is through proprietary copyright and locking that information up—that’s an open question, and it’s a question that academics are facing with the open access movement. But there’s no question that the production of knowledge is not free. It can be quite expensive, and the question of how we fund that is a very valid and interesting question that has really almost nothing to do with the question of whether it’s perfectly fine if people want to, you know, create whatever content they want to and give it away for free on the Internet. . . . 

DED: . . . Andrew? . . . 

AK: . . . I mean, we’d all obviously love knowledge to be free, it’s given, just as we’d love food or drink or this building to be free. But the reality of our economic system is that nothing is really for free. My biggest critique—not necessarily of Wikipedia, though Wikipedia would be included in this—of the Web 2.0 movement is it undermines the value of intellectual labor. It’s premised on the idea that there is some virtue in giving away one’s intellectual labor without monetary reward. In my view, to come back to the title of my Web site [www.thegreatseduction.com], that is a great seduction. . . . 

My problem, my biggest problem with Wikipedia—I think it’s a very, very exciting endeavor, I think it has great value and, like everybody—I shouldn’t acknowledge this publicly—I use it. My two biggest problems are, firstly, that the creators of knowledge—and some of them have some significant value on Wikipedia—are not economically rewarded; and secondly, and I’m sure we’ll come to this, they’re anonymous. I hope that the Google endeavor—which is another cut on the Wikipedia principle—will force Jimmy to rethink whether or not he rewards his contributors in financial terms. It’s not enough to be rewarded purely in virtue. Virtue does not pay mortgages, it doesn’t put food on the table. And my biggest problem with Wikipedia and the Web 2.0 revolution is it’s disintermediating the creative class. It’s forcing the intelligentsia to give their labor away for free, and I’m deeply troubled by that. . . . 

JW: . . . It’s a great rant, for which there’s absolutely no evidence. That’s basically it. We see no evidence that the creative class is losing jobs. Instead, what we see across the entire economy is a broad move to knowledge-based work rather than physical work. We don’t see any of the sort of dire effects that that line of argument would lead us to expect. So I find it completely unconvincing. 

Certainly, most of the people who are professors who are participating in Wikipedia—of which we have a fair number—they consider their work in Wikipedia to be part of the overall task of being an intellectual. Part of the task of being an intellectual is to produce new knowledge, to teach students and to educate the general public through a variety of means. They get paid for that. It’s a part of what it means to be a good academic. And this is nothing new. It’s a new medium, but overall that’s nothing new. . . . 

So it’s really a question, you know, some of the models are shifting, of how we compensate, how things are paid for, but that doesn’t mean that we’re seeing some sort of a collapse of the economy, of the knowledge economy. Instead, we’re seeing a flowering. . . . 

DED: . . . Let’s jump to another subject here, which is accuracy. Wikipedia, I think we all—when we go on there we always wonder, “Hmm, OK, I may know about this subject and, you know, I find this and that that might be inaccurate.” Jimmy, last night at the dinner table I asked my kids, “Are you allowed to use Wikipedia for school projects as sources?” And they said no. And I know I’m not, as a journalist. What happens when you have a source like this that we all use as guides—I guess that’s a good word? I certainly do. But where you’re not entirely sure it’s accurate? 

Part of the task of being an intellectual is to produce new knowledge, to teach students and to educate the general public through a variety of means. They get paid for that. 
—Jimmy Wales 

JW: . . . I think it’s a great step forward for us all that we finally realize that we have to be careful about accuracy. One of the interesting things that people don’t realize or don’t really understand is that Britannica, a product for which I have very great respect, the finest encyclopedia in the English language for many, many years, is riddled with errors. And that’s not a criticism of Wikipedia. The traditional processes of the encyclopedia, of The New York Times, of Andrew and his publisher and the editors who reviewed his book before they published it, are good processes. They work pretty well, but they still leave us with works that are absolutely riddled with errors. With Wikipedia, it’s a really great thing that people understand there are errors. What we really want to know is a few things. We want to know: What is the overall error rate in Wikipedia? How does it compare to a traditional encyclopedia? I feel like we don’t have enough evidence about that yet. The preliminary evidence we have is quite promising. . . . And the real question for us is, what are the next steps? How do we take this massive global movement, how do we take this community that’s really excited and interested and passionate about knowledge, and take it to the next level? How do we get to a resource that’s more reliable—consistently—and that we feel is more reliable than Britannica ever was, and how, in that process, do we also preserve this caution, this great skepticism and willingness to be—to not just sort of swallow things whole because they were handed down from the experts at Britannica? 

DED: Hmm, interesting. Andrew? 

AK: I think that we—and I’m probably speaking on behalf of a lot of people here, but we’re all naturally skeptical. . . . We’re all media-literate people. We all know how to be skeptical. We all understand that Wikipedia is the consequence of the so-called, you know, wisdom of the group or the crowd. Jimmy isn’t so crazy on the wisdom of the crowd—certainly the wisdom of some sort of collective group as opposed to an individual. And we, for the most part—and I’m speaking on behalf of most of you probably in the Internet media businesses—we know how to use Wikipedia. I know how to use it, that’s why I use it. It’s a great first step for those people who are media-literate, who know how to be skeptical, who understand that it’s a window into the world of knowledge, of information. 

The problem with Wikipedia—and this is what’s really scary—is for kids who don’t have that kind of media literacy. It’s not so much that Wikipedia is wrong. I think Jimmy’s right, I think one of the mistakes in my book is I overfocus on the mistakes in Wikipedia. Whether or not Wikimedia makes six or seven or four or three more times—or less times—errors than Britannica isn’t the issue. My biggest problem with Wikipedia is it doesn’t create a hierarchy of knowledge. There is no one at the heart of Wikipedia—and maybe Jimmy should be that person. There is no one at the heart of Wikipedia saying that the entry on Pamela Anderson should be shorter or . . . longer than that on Hannah Arendt. There’s no one in Wikipedia who determines that the entry on Stephen Colbert’s concept of “truthiness,” which is really a footnote to an early-21st-century comedian, is longer or shorter than the entry on truth—the core concept in the Western canon, the core concept in the history of Western philosophy. So I may seem old-fashioned, but I believe in knowledge hierarchies. There has to be someone who makes a call on whether Pamela Anderson is more or less important than Marie Curie or Hannah Arendt. . . . Ultimately, for those people who go to Wikipedia who have no media literacy, who lack the skepticism, the education which we all have, I am fearful that in this open-source, free-knowledge universe we are going to be educating people who are not able to evaluate—not so much the accuracy of information, but the importance of information. 

JW: That’s a really strange argument. 

AK: Strange? 

JW: Discussions about the length of articles strikes me as profoundly bound to a view of the world that has something to do with the economic limitations of print. And even there I don’t quite understand it. You know, Harry Potter—last I checked—is longer than Hamlet. Should someone have said—someone top down directed to say, actually—”Harry Potter is not as important as Hamlet, therefore, it should be shorter than it”? Well, we’d reject that immediately. That makes no sense. The question of whether there should— 

AK: . . . I wouldn’t necessarily agree with that. 

JW: OK. So, all right. 

AK: Well, I mean it’s—what, you’re saying that Harry Potter is more important than Hamlet? 

DED: No, but that’s what Wikipedia is saying. 

JW: No, no, no. I’m saying Hamlet is more important than Harry Potter. The argument that there’s a problem in society because Harry Potter is longer than Hamlet is deeply confused, and I think you would agree with that. The fact that a pop novel is, you know, this long and Hamlet‘s this long, it’s no problem. And the same thing if the entry—if one entry in Wikipedia is longer than another one, that’s no—they don’t compete with each other. They’re completely separate entities. It’s not like an encyclopedia where we say, look, we’ve got thirty volumes and so we have to cut, we have to limit somewhere. That’s a completely separate question, the length question is a completely separate question from the question of should there be a thoughtful process that goes into ensuring the quality, the comprehensiveness, the appropriate coverage. 
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