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History is a deeply individualistic craft. The singly authored work is the standard for the 
profession; only about 6 percent of the more than 32,000 scholarly works indexed since 
2000 in this journal's comprehensive bibliographic guide, "Recent Scholarship," have 
more than one author. Works with several authors—common in the sciences—are even 
harder to find. Fewer than 500 (less than 2 percent) have three or more authors.1 

Historical scholarship is also characterized by possessive individualism. Good profes­
sional practice (and avoiding charges of plagiarism) requires us to attribute ideas and 
words to specific historians—we are taught to speak of "Richard Hofstadter's status anxi­
ety interpretation of Progressivism."2 And if we use more than a limited number of words 
from Hofstadter, we need to send a check to his estate. To mingle Hofstadter's prose with 
your own and publish it would violate both copyright and professional norms. 

A historical work without owners and with multiple, anonymous authors is thus al­
most unimaginable in our professional culture. Yet, quite remarkably, that describes the 
online encyclopedia known as Wikipedia, which contains 3 million articles (1 million of 
them in English). History is probably the category encompassing the largest number of 
articles. Wikipedia is entirely free. And that freedom includes not just the ability of any­
one to read it (a freedom denied by the scholarly journals in, say, JSTOR, which requires 
an expensive institutional subscription) but also—more remarkably—their freedom to 
use it. You can take Wikipedia's entry on Franklin D. Roosevelt and put it on your own 
Web site, you can hand out copies to your students, and you can publish it in a book—all 
with only one restriction: You may not impose any more restrictions on subsequent read­
ers and users than have been imposed on you. And it has no authors in any conventional 
sense. Tens of thousands of people—who have not gotten even the glory of affixing their 
names to it—have written it collaboratively. The Roosevelt entry, for example, emerged 
over four years as five hundred authors made about one thousand edits. This extraordi­
nary freedom and cooperation make Wikipedia the most important application of the 
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1 My thanks to Melissa Beaver of the Journal of American History for compiling these figures. The 32,000 works 
include about 7,000 dissertations, which are never coauthored, but they also include coedited books, which involve 
a lower level of collaboration than coauthored books or articles. 

2 See Richard Hofstadtet, The Age of Reform: From Bryan to F.D.R. (New York, 1955), 131-73 . 
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Wikipedia today: The current home page for Wikipedia reflects the scale of the project (more 
than 1 million English-language articles) and its multiple languages. <http://en.wikipedia. 
org/wiki/Main_Page/> (March 8, 2006). 

principles of the free and open-source software movement to the world of cultural, rather 
than software, production.3 

Despite, or perhaps because of, this open-source mode of production and distribution, 
Wikipedia has become astonishingly widely read and cited. More than a million people 
a day visit the Wikipedia site. The Alexa traffic rankings put it at number 18, well above 

3 <http://en.Wikipedia.org/wikistats/EN/TablesArticlesTotal.htm> (Sept. 5, 2005). This count covers the pe­
riod from the creation of the article on Franklin D. Roosevelt in September 2001 through July 4, 2005. See <http:// 
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Franklin _Delano_Roosevelt>. I am citing Wikipedia articles by URL and indicating the date 
accessed in parentheses because the articles continually change; readers can access the version I used by selecting the 
"history" tab and viewing the version from that date. All undated online resources were available when checked on 
Dec. 27, 2005. 

http://en.wikipedia.?org/wiki/Main_Page/
http://en.wikipedia.?org/wiki/Main_Page/
http://en.Wikipedia.org/wikistats/EN/TablesArticlesTotal.htm
http://?en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Franklin%20_Delano_Roosevelt
http://?en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Franklin%20_Delano_Roosevelt
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the New York Times (50), the Library of Congress (1,175), and the venerable Encyclopedia 
Britannica (2,952). In a few short years, it has become perhaps the largest work of online 
historical writing, the most widely read work of digital history, and the most important 
free historical resource on the World Wide Web. It has received gushing praise ("one of 
the most fascinating developments of the Digital Age"; an "incredible example of open-
source intellectual collaboration") as well as sharp criticism (a "faith-based encyclopedia" 
and "a joke at best"). And it is almost entirely a volunteer effort; as of September 2005, it 
had two full-time employees. It is surely a phenomenon to which professional historians 
should attend.4 

To that end, this article seeks to answer some basic questions about history on Wiki-
pedia. How did it develop? How does it work? How good is the historical writing? What 
are the potential implications for our practice as scholars, teachers, and purveyors of the 
past to the general public? 

Writing about Wikipedia is maddeningly difficult. Because Wikipedia is subject to con­
stant change, much that I write about Wikipedia could be untrue by the time you read 
this. An additional difficulty stems from its vast scale. I cannot claim to have read the 
500 million words in the entire Wikipedia, nor even the subset of articles (as many as 
half) that could be considered historical.5 This is only a very partial and preliminary re­
port from an ever-changing front, but one that I argue has profound implications for our 
practice as historians. 

Origins 

Wikipedia itself rather grandly traces its roots back to "the ancient Library of Alexandria 
and Pergamon" and the "concept of gathering all of the world's knowledge in a single 
place" as well as to "Denis Diderot and the 18th century encyclopedists." But the more 
immediate origins are in a project called Nupedia launched in March 2000 by Jimmy 
Wales and Larry Sanger. They were not the first to think of a free Web-based encyclope­
dia; in the earliest days of the Web, some had talked about creating a free "Interpedia"; 
in 1999 Richard Stallman, a key figure in the emergence of free and open-source soft­
ware, proposed GNupedia as a "Free Universal Encyclopedia and Learning Resource." 
The thirty-three-year-old Wales (also known as Jimbo), who got rich as an options trader 
and then became an Internet entrepreneur, decided to create a free, online encyclope­
dia. He recruited Sanger, age thirty-one, who was finishing a Ph.D. in philosophy at 
the Ohio State University—whom Wales knew from their joint participation in online 
mailing lists and Usenet discussion groups devoted to Ayn Rand and objectivism—to 

' Latest available numbers on visitors are for October 2004. The "official article count" for November 2005 is 
2.9 million, 866,000 of them in English, according to <http://en.wikipedia.org/wikistats/EN/TablesUsageVisits. 
htm> (March 14, 2006). But the English-language home page says 1,023,303 articles. See <http://en.wikipedia. 
org/wiki/Main_Page> (March 14, 2006). Alexa rankings (available at <http://www.alexa.com/>) are from March 
14, 2006. Information on number of employees was provided by Terry Foote (one of the employees) at a Hewlett 
Foundation meeting in Logan, Utah, on Sept. 27, 2005. See also Wikimedia Foundation, Budget/2005 <http: 
//wikimediafoundation.org/wiki/Budget/2005> (Oct. 23, 2005). The statements of praise are quoted in Robert 
McHenry, "The Faith-Based Encyclopedia," TCS: Tech Central Station, Nov. 15,2004 <http://www.techcentralstation. 
com/111504A.html>. For "joke," see Peter Jacso, "Peter's Picks and Pans," Online, 26 (March 2002), 74. 

' There were c. 512 million words in May 2005, including 202 million in English. See <http://en.wikipedia. 
org/wikistats/EN/TablesDatabaseWords.htm> (Sept. 5, 2005). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wikistats/EN/TablesUsageVisits.htm
http://en.wikipedia.org/wikistats/EN/TablesUsageVisits.htm
http://en.wikipedia.?org/wiki/Main_Page
http://en.wikipedia.?org/wiki/Main_Page
http://www.alexa.com/
http://www.techcentralstation.?com/111504A.html
http://www.techcentralstation.?com/111504A.html
http://en.wikipedia.?org/wikistats/EN/TablesDatabaseWords.htm
http://en.wikipedia.?org/wikistats/EN/TablesDatabaseWords.htm
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Early Wikipedia: Part of Wikipedia's home page as it looked on October 25, 2001, when the 
online encyclopedia's creators boasted that it had more than 14,000 articles and set 100,000 
articles as their goal. It now has more than ten times that number, <http://web.archive.org/ 
web/2001102521 l405/http://wikipedia.com/> (March 2, 2006). 

become the paid editor in chief. Wales's company Bomis, an Internet search portal and 
a vendor of online "erotic images" (featuring the Bomis Babe Report), picked up the tab 
initially.6 

Sanger designed Nupedia to ensure that experts wrote and carefully vetted content. In 
part because of that extensive review, it managed to publish only about twenty articles in 
its first eighteen months. In early January 2001, as Sanger was trying to think of ways to 
make it easier for people without formal credentials to contribute to Nupedia, a computer 
programmer friend told him about the WikiWikiWeb software, developed by the pro­
grammer Ward Cunningham in the mid-1990s, that makes it easy to create or edit a Web 
page—no coding HTML (hypertext markup language) or uploading to a server needed. 
(Cunningham took the name from the Hawaiian word wikiwiki, meaning "quick" or "in­
formal.") Sanger thought that wiki users would quickly and informally create content for 
Nupedia that his experts would edit and approve. But the Nupedia editors viewed the ex-

6 <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_Wikipedia> (July 29, 2005); McHenry, "Faith-Based Encyclope­
dia"; <http://www.gnu.org/encyclopedia/free-encyclopedia.html:>. On Jimmy Wales, see Daniel Pink, "The Book 
Stops Here," Wired, 13 (March 2005) <http://www.wired.com/wired/archive/13.03/wiki_pr.html>; Cynthia Bar-
nett, "Wiki Mania," Florida Trend, 48 (Sept. 2005) <http://www.floridatrend.com/issue/default.asp?a=5617&s=l 
&d=9/l/2005>; and Jonathan Sidener, "Everyone's Encyclopedia," SignOnSanDiego.com (Dec. 6, 2004) <http:// 
www.signonsandiego.com/uniontrib/20041206/news_mzl b6encyclo.html>; <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jimmy 
_Wales> (July 5, 2005). On Larry Sanger, see Wade Roush, "Larry Sanger's Knowledge Free-for-All: Can One 
Balance Anarchy and Accuracy?," Technology Review, 108 (Jan. 2005), 21; <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Larry_ 
Sanger> (Sept. 5, 2005). For their joint participation in Usenet groups, see Google Groups "humaniries.philosophy. 
objectivism" and "alt.philosophy.objectivism." Until 2003, Bomis, in effect, owned Wikipedia, but in June of that 
year, all the assets were transferred to the nonprofit Wikimedia Foundation <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bomis> 
(Oct. 29, 2005). 

http://web.archive.org/web/2001102521%20l405/http://wikipedia.com/
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periment with suspicion; by mid-January Sanger and Wales had given it a separate name, 
Wikipedia, and its own domain.7 

Very swiftly, Wikipedia became the tail that swallowed the dog {Nupedid). In less than 
a month, it had 1,000 articles; by the end of its first year, it had 20,000; by the end of 
its second year, it had 100,000 articles in just the English edition. (By then it had be­
gun to spawn foreign-language editions, of which there are now 185, from Abkhazian to 
Klingon to Zulu, with the German edition the largest after English.) Sanger himself did 
not stay around to enjoy Wikipedia's runaway growth. By late 2001 the tech boom was 
over, and Bomis, like most other dot-coms, was losing money and laying off employees. 
An effort to sell ads to pay Sanger's salary foundered as Internet advertising tanked, and 
Sanger lost his job in February 2002. He continued intermittently as a volunteer but fi­
nally broke with the project in January 2003 over the project's tolerance of problem par­
ticipants and its hostility to experts.8 

Since then, Wikipedia's growth has acceletated. It had almost a half million articles by 
its third anniversary in January 2004; it broke the million mark just nine months later. 
More than fifty-five thousand people have made at least ten contributions to Wikipedia.9 

Over this short history, it has also evolved a style of operation and a set of operating prin­
ciples that require explanation before any discussion of history on Wikipedia. 

The Wikipedia Way: How It Works 

The Wikipedia "Policies and Guidelines" page links to dozens of other pages, including 
six pages of "General Guidelines" (for example, "Contribute what you know or are will­
ing to learn about"); twelve of "Behavior Guidelines" ("Don't bite the newcomers"); nine­
teen of "Content Guidelines" ("Check your facts"); nine of "Style Guidelines" ("Avoid 
one-sentence paragraphs"); and five of "Conventions" ("How to title articles"). But real­
izing that "they" (I employ the pronoun to refer to the collectivity of Wikipedia authors, 
editors, administrators, and programmers) would have no participants if authors were 
required to master this massive set of instructions before writing, they helpfully add, 
"You don't need to read every Wikipedia policy before you contribute!" and they offer a 
short primer of four "key policies."10 

"Wikipedia" they declare first, "is an encyclopedia. Its goals go no further." Personal 
essays, dictionary entries, critical reviews, "propaganda or advocacy," and "original re­
search" are excluded. Historians may find the last exclusion surprising since we value 
original research above everything else, but it makes sense for a collaboratively created 
encyclopedia. How can the collectivity assess the validity of statements if there is no veri­
fication beyond the claim "I discovered this in my research"?11 As a result, Wikipedia (like 
encyclopedias in general) summarizes and reports the conventional and accepted wisdom 
on a topic but does not break new ground. And someone whose expertise rests on having 

Larry Sanger, "The Early History of Nupedia and Wikipedia: A Memoir," Slashdot, April 18, 2005 <http:// 
features.slashdot.org/teatures/05/04/18/164213.shtml>; <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_ofLWikipedia> 
(July 29, 2005). 

* <http://en.wikipedia.Org/wiki/Wikipedia:MultilinguaLrankingJuly_2005> (Aug. 16, 2005); <http://en. 
wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_Wikipedia> (July 29, 2005). 

'' <http://en.wikipedia.org/wikistats/EN/TablesWikipediansContributors.htm> (Sept. 1, 2005). 
"' <http://en.wikipedia.Org/wiki/Wikipedia:Policies_and_guidelines> (July 5, 2005). 
11 Ibid.; <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/No_original_research> (July 5, 2005). 

http://?features.slashdot.org/teatures/05/04/18/164213.shtml
http://?features.slashdot.org/teatures/05/04/18/164213.shtml
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/History_ofLWikipedia
http://en.wikipedia.Org/wiki/Wikipedia:MultilinguaLrankingJuly_2005
http://en.?wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_Wikipedia
http://en.?wikipedia.org/wiki/History_of_Wikipedia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wikistats/EN/TablesWikipediansContributors.htm
http://en.wikipedia.Org/wiki/Wikipedia:Policies_and_guidelines
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/No_original_research
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it is generally agreed that events said to comprise what is termed the Armenian Genocide did occur, the Turkish government rejects that if was 

genocide, on the alleged basis that the deaths among the Armenians, were not a result of a state-sponsored plan of mass extermination, but from the 

result of inter-ethnic strife, disease and famine during the turmoil of World War i. 
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gave more rights to the minorities in the middle of the 19th century. However, the long ruling Sultan Bamirf suspended the constitution early in his reign and ruled as he saw fit. Despite pressure 

on the Sultan by the major European countries to treat the Christian minorities more gently, abuses only increased. 

The single event that started the chain is most likely the Russian victory over the Ottoman Empire in the War of 1877-78. At the end of this war the Russians took control over a large part of 

Armenian territory (including the city ot Karat. The Russians claimed they were the supporters of Christians within the Ottoman Empire and now they were clearly militarily superior to the 

Ottomans. The weakening control ot the Ottoman government over its empire in the fcltowing 15 years led many Armenians to beiieve that they could regain independence from them. 

Collaborative history and controversy: The warning that "the neutrality of this entry is 
disputed" reflects the intensity—and lack of closure—of the debate (more than 300,000 
words have been logged) on Wikipedia over how to present the Armenian genocide. 
<http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Armenian_Genocide/> (March 8, 2006). 

done extensive original research on a topic gets no particular respect. That denigration of 
expertise contributed to Larry Sanger's split from the project. 

The second key Wikipedian injunction is to "avoid bias." "Articles should be written 
from a neutral point of view [NPOV]," they insist, "representing differing views on a sub­
ject factually and objectively." Historians who learned (or teach) the mantra that "there is 
no objective history" in their undergraduate history methods class will regard that advice 
with suspicion. But Wikipedians quickly point out that the NPOV policy (as it is inces­
santly referred to in Wikipedia discussions) "doesn't assume that writing an article from a 
single, unbiased, objective point of view is possible." Instead, Wikipedians say they want 
to describe disputes rather than to take sides in them, to characterize differing positions 
fairly.12 

Of course, writing "without bias"—even in the circumscribed way that Wikipedia de­
fines it—is, as Wikipedians concede, "difficult" since "all articles are edited by people" 
and "people are inherently biased." But even if "neutrality" is a myth, it is a "founding 
myth" for Wikipedia much as "objectivity," according to Peter Novick, is a "founding 
myth" for the historical profession. Wikipedia articles rarely ascend to the desired level of 
neutrality, but the NPOV policy provides a shared basis of discourse among Wikipedians. 
On the "Discussion" pages that accompany every Wikipedia article, the number one top­
ic of debate is whether the article adheres to the NPOV. Sometimes, those debates can go 
on at mind-numbing length, such as the literally hundreds of pages devoted to an entry 
on the Armenian genocide that still carries a warning that "the neutrality of this article 

2 <http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/NPOV> (July 8 2005). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Armenian_Genocide/
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/NPOV
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is disputed."13 Wikipedia entries on such controversial topics rarely succeed in meeting 
founder Jimmy Wales's goal of presenting "ideas and facts in such a fashion that both sup­
porters and opponents can agree." But they surprisingly often achieve "a type of writing 
that is agreeable to essentially rational people who may differ on particular points." Un­
fortunately, that "type of writing" sometimes leads to mushy prose, exemplified by this 
description of the historian Daniel Pipes: "He is a controversial figure, both praised and 
condemned by other commentators."14 

The third "key policy" is simpler: "don't infringe copyrights." Just as students can eas­
ily copy Wikipedia entries and submit them as term papers, Wikipedia authors can easily 
post prose copied from the vast plagiarism machine of the Web. But search engines make 
it relatively easy to catch both forms of plagiarism, and it does not seem to be much of a 
problem in Wikipedia. The more profound departure comes in the next sentence: Wiki­
pedia "is a free encyclopedia licensed under the terms of the GNU Free Documentation 
License" (GFDL), a counterpart to the GNU General Public License (GPL) (used in free 
software projects such as Linux) designed for such open content as manuals and text­
books." 

The GFDL (and GPL) deviate most surprisingly from conventional intellectual property 
rules by giving you the freedom to use the text however you wish. As the license states: 
"You may copy and distribute the Document in any medium, either commercially or 
noncommercially, provided . . . you add no other conditions whatsoever to those of this 
License."16 The "provided" clause means that any derivative document must inherit the 
same freedoms offered by the original—what GNuniks call "copyleft." You can publish a 
compilation of presidential biographies based on the profiles in Wikipedia; you can even 
rewrite half of them. But your new version must give credit to Wikipedia and allow others 
to reuse and refashion your revised version. In fact, multiple versions of Wikipedia con­
tent have sprouted all over the Web. 

One further implication of Wikipedia's implementation of free and open-source soft­
ware principles is that its content is available to be downloaded, manipulated, and "data 
mined"—something not possible even with many resources (newspapers, for example) 
that can be read free online. Wikipedia can therefore be used for other purposes, includ­
ing such questions-answering services as the Center for History and New Media's auto­
mated historical fact finder, H-Bot. Or it might provide the basis for tools that would 
enable you to search intelligently through quantities of undifferentiated digital text and 
distinguish, say, between references to John D. Rockefeller and those to his son John D. 
Rockefeller Jr. As Daniel J. Cohen has argued, resources such as Wikipedia "that are free 
to use in any way, even if they are imperfect, are more valuable than those that are gated 
or use-restricted, even if those resources are qualitatively better." Your freedom both to re­
write Wikipedia entries and to manipulate them for other purposes is thus arguably more 
profound than your ability to read them "for free." It is why free-software advocates say 
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