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I now held in my hands a vast and systematic fragment of the entire history 

of an unknown planet, with its architectures and its playing cards, the 
horror of its mythologies and the murmur of its tongues, its emperors and 

its seas, its minerals and its birds and fishes, its algebra and its fire, its 
theological and metaphysical controversies-all joined, articulated, coherent 

and with no visible doctrinal purpose or hint of parody. 
 

 
Jorge Luis Borges 

“Tlön, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius”, 1941 
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Introduction 

On January 15th 2011 Wikipedia, the online encyclopedia that anyone can edit, celebrated 

its 10th anniversary. The following year, in March 2012, the publishers of the world’s oldest 

encyclopedia in continuous publication, the Encyclopeadia Britannica, announced that no 

new printings of the venerable encyclopedia will be made, marking the end of a print run 

that lasted more than two hundred and forty years. Since the turn of the century, the 

proliferation of the World Wide Web heralded an increasing number of similar disruptions. 

From the established models of producing and distributing recorded culture to 

interpersonal communications and the definition of the self, all aspects of society and 

culture is in a state of transition. 

While many bourgeoning disciplines have emerged in academic community to better 

the understanding of these macro and micro transformations, the cutting edge of academic 

inquiry often overlooks history and it is all to common for non-academic commentators to 

get lost in hyperbole and speculation. Wikipedia, partly due to its success and reach and 

partly due to its somehow arcane aspects, has been a very popular subject for both academic 

and non-academic inquiries since its inception. However, it is troubling to observe many, 

otherwise insightful, studies on Wikipedia to compare the online encyclopedia to the 

venerable Britannica and go on to argue for perceived differences between these two very 

popular works. While Britannica, and the modern encyclopedia set it exemplified, was 

instrumental in defining the very notion of what an encyclopedia should be for multiple 

generations, its long history is but a phase in the overall development of the encyclopedic 

ideal. The urge to create encyclopedias is as old as the recorded history and there is no 

question that we are living through a pivotal era of disruption concerning the manifestation 

of this urge. With the present study, I hope to advance the understanding of the nature of 

this disruption through a multifaceted approach to the history of encyclopedias and 

Wikipedia. Consequently, the principle motivation for this study is to bridge the gap 

between the historical study of the encyclopedic form and the cutting edge research focused 

on Wikipedia. 
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To achieve this goal, I start by presenting the history of the encyclopedia in chapter 

one, Defining the Encyclopedia. Starting with Plato’s Academy, this chapter follows the 

evolution of encyclopedias through Antiquity to Middle Ages and into modern times. 

While recounting the highlights of this history, I also analyze the influence of the changing 

media landscape. Initially starting with papyrus scrolls, examples of encyclopedic works can 

be found in every form of written communication, and the interaction between the inherent 

properties of these media and the shifting forms of encyclopedias is a continuing theme of 

this study. While stemming from the same basic ideal, this chapter highlights shifting 

perspectives and priorities throughout the ages that shape different encyclopedias and in 

conclusion identify three key concepts that constitute the core of this thesis. These are 

knowledge, authorship, and implicitly, authority and organizational principles that govern 

content and form. 

The thread I have followed in this chapter follows the trajectory of the western 

encyclopedic tradition. Since the founders of the Wikipedia project and its community 

identify themselves to be a part of the encyclopedic tradition as it has emerged and 

developed in Western Europe, I have chosen to follow their self-identified points of 

departure in my analysis as well. However, in the sense that compiling, organizing and 

passing down of knowledge, encyclopedic urge is arguably part of our very nature as humans 

and throughout history many different forms of encyclopedias have emerged from different 

cultures, both oral and literate. While there is certainly a great potential for further studies 

taking these histories into account, the present thesis will be limited in its historical 

approach only towards the encyclopedic lineage that grew from Plato and Aristotle. 

Additionally, current historical evidence suggests that the development of distinct 

encyclopedic traditions across the globe were mostly isolated cases. However, it should be 

noted that the global impact of Wikipedia, which is available in more than 250 languages, 

creates ample opportunities to further investigate the interaction between the principles, 

and heritage, of the online encyclopedia and any other local traditions. 

After presenting the evolution of the encyclopedic form from Antiquity and through 

centuries, the first chapter will conclude at the beginning of the 20th century, identifying the 

era as the point where the modern encyclopedia reaches maturity. The theme of the second 
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chapter, Imagining and Building a new Encyclopedia, is to chronicle various efforts to 

transcend the limitations of print. I will take a two-pronged approach in my analysis during 

this section; on the one hand presenting the works of visionaries from a diversity of fields 

that imagined a better encyclopedia while on the other hand chronicling the birth of 

personal computers, the Internet and emergence of online collaborative communities. 

Throughout 20th century bibliographers like Otlet, literary pioneers like Borges and science 

fiction authors like Wells, Asimov and Adams all thought about ways to free encyclopedias 

from the limitations imposed by bound books and paper. Their intellectual struggle 

constitute an important, albeit an indirect, component in the foundations of Wikipedia and 

along with the emergence of the very tools that these authors converged upon in their 

imaginings, constitute the legacy of the 20th century in the encyclopedic tradition. While 

discussing these contributions, I will also note the importance of the vibrant free and open 

source software communities that emerged through the World Wide Web and whose 

community values and practices constituted a very important guideline for Wikipedia. 

Following this sweeping, yet increasingly granular, overview of the evolution of 

encyclopedic form, chapter three, Introducing Wikipedia, focuses solely on examining the 

online encyclopedia. I start by describing the fundamental components that Wikipedia is 

built upon and chart the growth of the project. I then present an overview of the 

fundamental policies and guidelines that govern the workings of the encyclopedia, followed 

by a discussion concerning the community of editors and contributors that arguably define 

Wikipedia more than any other single component. The growing body of cutting-edge 

research targeting various aspects of Wikipedia and its community of editors provide ample 

data and insight into the complicated dynamic of the Wikipedia community. Overall, this 

chapter presents Wikipedia and situates it as a product of the trends that have started their 

development during the 20th century. 

 Chapter four, Positioning Wikipedia, builds on the findings of the preceding 

chapters and presents the main analysis, and conclusions, of this thesis. Organized around 

the three concepts of knowledge, authorship and organization, I take a three-step approach 

to each of these concepts in order to highlight novelties and continuities represented by 

Wikipedia. For each of the three concepts, I start by presenting a brief overview of the 
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evolution of the concept through a multidisciplinary perspective. While taking into account 

the evolving understanding of the concept in question, I provide a theoretical framework 

with which to analyze my findings in earlier chapters. The next part of the analysis 

highlights the historical survey I have presented through the lens of the concept in question. 

I demonstrate how knowledge, authorship and organization have evolved through the 

history of encyclopedias and identify enduring trends over centuries. In the third, and last, 

part of each component, I apply the same conceptual lens towards Wikipedia and compare 

and contrast these findings with the previous, historical, part of the analysis. 

In a sense, the template of this thesis came to resemble the cyclical nature of its 

subject matter. My initial goal of better understanding Wikipedia led me to investigate the 

breadth of the encyclopedic tradition through which I have identified the central concepts 

of this thesis. After completing my historical overview, I return to these concepts to reread 

the history and Wikipedia together to identify continuities and to better recognize novelty. 

Taken as a whole, this study is a combination of the historical and the analytical and one 

leads to, and breeds, the other. Therefore, the study presented in the following chapters will 

not be a demonstration of a strict set of predefined analytical tools. Instead, I aimed to 

present an eclectic selection of theories and approaches that proved most useful in 

understanding the particular period or issue at hand. 

During my research, as neither a historian nor a philosopher by training, I found 

myself sympathizing with the Sisyphean struggle of countless compilers whose dilemmas 

and compromises I chronicled throughout this study. Just as the story of encyclopedia 

making is a tale of choices in the face of various limitations, this analysis is just as defined by 

what it is not as what it aspires to be.  I was constantly aware of the myriad ways this long 

history can be approached, however I settled on the fairly linear outline that constitutes this 

thesis for a number of reasons. Mainly, I wanted this research to highlight the endurance of 

the basic encyclopedic ideal that persisted through our entire recorded history. Also, a linear 

and arguably straightforward approach might prove to be the most fertile ground for many 

tangential approaches to the topic later, a great number of which I myself could imagine 

going on to conduct. 
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This study is about novelty and continuity. It demonstrates how Wikipedia redefines 

encyclopedic knowledge, on whose authority and authorship it is recorded and according to 

which organizational principles. But, and perhaps most importantly, it also situates 

Wikipedia among the countless works throughout the entirety of human history that have 

resulted from our common urge to collect, compile and organize knowledge. As Umberto 

Eco remarks, encyclopedias are one of our species’ attempts to grasp infinity and with this 

study I hope to unite Wikipedia with its ancestors and demonstrate why it is special. 
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1.  Defining the Encyclopedia 

 
 

We are persuaded that the ultimate perfection of an encyclopedia is the work 
of centuries. It took centuries to make a beginning; it will take centuries to 
bring it to an end. Yet we will be satisfied to have contributed to laying the 
foundations of a useful work. 

 
Jean Le Rond d’Alembert 

Preliminary Discourse to the Encyclopedia of Diderot, 1751 
 
 

1.1  Introduction 

This chapter follows the birth of encyclopedic thought in Ancient Greece through its 

expansion and adoption during the Middle Ages. This broadly historical approach is 

undertaken as a means of identifying the common characteristics of encyclopedias preceding 

the invention of the printing press, which will guide the subsequent discussion of the role of 

particular media in the evolution of encyclopedias. Extensive attention will be given to the 

dissemination of printing and its consequences for the cultural and social outlook of Europe 

in general, and encyclopedias in particular. Opposing theories concerning the impact of 

printing will be evaluated in detail as an example to support the theoretical framework for 

understanding media. The following two sections will illustrate the emergence and 

evolution of the modern encyclopedic form, from the revolutionary attempts of 

Enlightenment philosophers like Francis Bacon to the latest print edition of Encyclopedia 

Britannica. As in previous sections, section nine will identify key characteristics and defining 

elements of the modern encyclopedia. The concluding section will identify key concepts in 

encyclopedia making, based on the presented history with brief notes on their evolution 

throughout the ages. These concepts will provide the scheme with which the rest of this 

study will attempt to analyze Wikipedia and contextualize it against the history of 

encyclopedias. 

It should be noted that this study focuses strictly on the Western encyclopedic 

tradition. This selection does not in any way imply that encyclopedias are exclusively a 
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western institution. Throughout the ages, many cultures such as the Chinese, even before 

the Greeks compiled major encyclopedic works. In fact, the collection of a body of 

knowledge for consultation can be considered a universal phenomenon in human cultures 

and is in some ways germane to our use of language. But, since the principal object of this 

study is Wikipedia, a project that identifies its roots in the Western heritage and in return is 

being judged by its standards, this selective focus is appropriate. It should also be noted; 

none of the sources consulted during this study refer to any significant exchange between 

distinct encyclopedic traditions in history, signifying the relative cultural isolation of the 

form during most of its evolution. 

 

1.2  Education, well -rounded  

The word encyclopedia became the preferred moniker for general reference works along 

with the emergence of the modern encyclopedia, in the first half of the 18th century, but the 

origins of the word point to a much deeper past with significantly broader implications. 

Meaning a “well-rounded education” in Greek, enkyklios paideia denoted the set of 

knowledge required to constitute a rational and well-functioning citizen. The expression 

became popular after Alexander the Great (356-323 B.C.) and the spread of Hellenism 

through the Greek civilization. As a tool of Hellenism, which generally connotes the virtues 

of ideal citizenry, the acquisition of useful knowledge was essential to the governance of 

Hellenistic communities. Providing such an education was the principal purpose of Plato’s 

(428/427 BC – 348/347 BC) academy in Athens. Plato argued that rational thought 

“depended on knowing as much as possible, hence the value of an encyclopedia” (Katz, 20). 

Despite the vital importance he attributed to providing an all around education, Plato was 

living at a crucial moment in Greek civilization.1 This partly explains Plato’s uneasy 

relationship with the quickly proliferating technology of writing and the phonetic alphabet. 

His Dialogues reflect the oral style he and his audience were accustomed to, and they still 

provide the basis for many philosophical enquiries, and continue to shape the way in which 

common issues are organized and handled. It can be argued that, from his lasting legacy on 
                                                
1 See also: Havelock (1963) and Ong (1982). 
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philosophy and sciences, Plato had a defining influence on both compilers and consultants’ 

expectations and approaches to encyclopedias until the late Middle Ages. 

A similar claim can be made even more strongly for Plato’s student, Aristotle (384 

BC – 322 BC) whose writings follow the enkyklios paideia pattern, and were designed for 

students. In addition to the seminal nature of his treatises on diverse subjects, his 

categorization of these topics came to define how knowledge would be organized for many 

centuries and his system is still very familiar today. 

Aristotle’s categories were: 
 

• Philosophy, psychology, ethics, metaphysics 
• Politics, government, education 
• Sciences 
• Aesthetics 
• Poetics, rhetoric 
 
These categories still roughly correspond to the faculty structure of most universities 

all around the world and dictated the way encyclopedia compilers classified information for 

the next 1800 years. The value inherent in a compendium of useful knowledge was apparent 

to the pragmatic minds of the rising Roman Empire and the nature of encyclopedic works 

shifted in line with the change brought to the social and political outlook of the European 

continent. A shift in priorities relating to different categories of knowledge caused alteration 

in the previously established scheme, such as devotion of a greater significance to affairs 

concerning the subject and state instead of philosophical treatises. Along with the change in 

emphasis, readers’ approach to encyclopedias was also gradually redefined. For the first time, 

encyclopedias became reference books of multiple volumes to be consulted upon need, 

instead of continuous treatises to be read from over to cover. 

Katz cites two significant Roman encyclopedias that defined a dichotomy, which will 

become an intrinsic part of encyclopedia making in the following centuries. The first was 

written by Marcus Terentius Varro (116-27 B.C.), a scholar who also played a prominent 

role in the roman social life of his time. His treatises, a very significant part of which are lost, 

covered a wide range of topics, including Latin language and agriculture, and roughly 

followed Aristotle’s categories, although he extended them as he thought necessary. Collison 
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states that Varro had a very clear conception of the organization of knowledge (23). Apart 

from his specific treatises, where he devoted a book to each subject, he also compiled an 

encyclopedia, Disciplinae (c. 50 B.C.) which was also lost, except for fragments. Despite the 

lack of comprehensive sources relating to his work today, Katz places Varro as a precursor to 

the generalistic, all-inclusive encyclopedias of later ages and states that his Disciplinae was a 

major source of influence for medieval scholars, and this influence has continued for at least 

six centuries. As Collison writes, “his works were copied, plagiarized and pillaged by later 

writers, and as time went on some authors appear to have been unaware that Varro was the 

original source of some of the material they were writing into their books” (1964, 24). 

On the other end of the persistent dichotomy mentioned above, we find arguably 

the most famous compiler of encyclopedias of the Roman age, Pliny the Elder. His Historia 

Naturalis (c. A.D.77) was the product of a curious mind with scientific tendencies and 

followed the topical focus of later thematic encyclopedias. His work was composed of thirty-

seven books and 2500 chapters and it can be considered as the first legendary encyclopedia 

that defined later ages very distinctly and definitively. His influence was such that he can be 

credited for defining the shape of the medieval encyclopedia that was to come after him. 

Pliny was an avid observer of all that surrounded him as a scholar, a lawyer and a public 

official and he aimed to combine all of his knowledge into a single and reliable enkyklios 

paideia. Although he was not an expert in any of the sciences he covered, he boasted a much 

more critical skill as an encyclopedia compiler, and he was what Collison called a “spare-

time anthologist” (25). Pliny was remarkable in creating a very user-friendly encyclopedia by 

extensively researching hundreds of authors and combining this knowledge into an orderly 

and organized whole. Collison attributes this achievement to Pliny’s being “an 

administrator accustomed to seeing the world in terms of divisions and sub-divisions” (25). 

His Historia Naturalis was thus arranged in the following scheme: 

Books 
I. Preface; Contents; Sources 
II. Cosmography; Astronomy; Meteorology 
III-VI. Geography; Ethnography; Anthropology 
VII-XI. Zoology; Man; Inventions 
XII-XIX. Botany 
XX-XXXII. Medicine; Pharmacology; Magic 
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XXXIII-XXXVII. Metallurgy; Mineralogy; the Fine Arts 
 

While still following Aristotle’s categories, like most of his predecessors, he expanded 

it to accommodate new ideas and knowledge. The most apparent indicator of Pliny’s success 

is the simple fact that nothing that could rival his work’s authority came for many centuries. 

His views simply defined the way many viewed the Greek and Roman worlds as well as the 

development of early science (Katz, 23). Katz explains the persisting influence of Historia 

Naturalis by noting that it served as a reliable source of education well into the Renaissance 

and was still being revered until the end of the 17th Century (23). Collison notes that no 

self-respecting medieval library could afford not to have a copy of Historia Naturalis on 

their shelves (26).  

Due to the success of Pliny’s work, and thanks to the care he took in citing his 

sources, his compilation constitutes our entire knowledge concerning more than 100 books 

and writings that would otherwise have been entirely lost to modern historians. But, despite 

the impressive authority that was attributed to Pliny, his famed work was far from accurate 

and reliable. Collison states that Pliny was over eager in including unsubstantiated 

information, and what he calls “old-wives’ tales”, into his encyclopedia. As a result, Historia 

Naturalis was far from the all-knowing, all-encompassing source of wisdom it was attributed 

to be for the next 1500 years. But the perceived authority of the Greek scholars and the 

distinct lack of new data ensured the continuing use of Pliny and other’s encyclopedic 

efforts as inspiration and direct source for compilers of the coming centuries. Their many 

errors however, are another source of invaluable information for historians, as they so 

comprehensively capture the worldview of the Roman society at the time.  

The Roman attempts to create an encyclopedia until this point can be largely seen as 

an adoption of the Greek ideals for the needs of Roman citizens. But with the changing 

social and political climate in the centuries after Pliny concerning Europe in general and 

Italy in particular, there was a need to spread the knowledge in a more accessible way. Rising 

up to this task was the distinguished statesmen Cassiodorus (Flavius Magnus Aurelis 

Cassiodorus Senator, c. 480-575) who aimed to compile an encyclopedia for “the 

instruction of simple and unpolished brothers” (qt. by Collison, 29), meaning his new Goth 
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masters. His Institutiones divinarium et humanarum lectionum is considered to be an 

outstanding achievement and was also very influential for the monastic compilers of the 

Middle Ages. Collison attributes the urge of Cassiodorus to compile and preserve ancient 

knowledge to his far-sightedness and ability to sense the troubled future laid ahead of 

Europe (29). Although this remains uncertain, Cassiodorus was definitely a pioneer in his 

attempt to adopt classical learning to Christian needs and his prowess in editorship is cited 

by Katz to be his greatest gift to the medieval compilers that will follow his model. Writing 

from the monastery he founded, Cassiodorus is a direct model of the later shape of the 

encyclopedic tradition which, exactly like his Institutiones, took pagan knowledge and its 

organizational scheme and tried to fuse it with the newly developing Christian canon and 

beliefs. 

The corresponding beginnings of Western philosophy and encyclopedic thinking 

goes a long way to explain a central theme that will endure until the Enlightenment, namely 

the belief in the possibility that a single individual is capable of gathering all the knowledge 

worth storing and catalogue it within the covers of a number of volumes. Such an individual, 

believed to have mastered all there is to know, would command boundless editorial freedom 

concerning both content and organization. Since the privilege to be considered as such is so 

rare and an opportunity to compile an encyclopedia even more so, the work of a compiler 

would mostly go unchallenged and copied for centuries to come. With this great respect and 

promise of longevity came a huge responsibility for the compiler. Since encyclopedias carried 

the claim to contain all the knowledge available, they were seen as a promise to inform all 

their readers of all the things their readers could not reach or learn about in other ways. This 

is one possible explanation for the inclusion of the mythical stories and hearsay in these early 

works, mingled with philosophical treatises and first inklings of scientific enquiry. Likewise, 

this lack of sources fostered an unquestioning faith in written sources for medieval scholars, 

which was, coupled with the lack of a scientific method or any impetus for fact checking, 

prone to major errors that escalate over time. Taking their limited sources at face value, 

medieval scholars spread many fallacies or unsubstantiated rumors of their Greek ancestors 

or each other and caused them to survive for centuries (Katz, 23). 
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Another area where the original intent of the encyclopedia has been ever-present was 

the authors’ persistent efforts to arrive at a definitive categorization for their ever-expanding 

knowledge. The philosophical ambition to make a statement about the categorization of 

knowledge, as important for the ancient Greek philosophers as the topics themselves, never 

died out and since the production of new knowledge was so scarce, one aspect a compiler 

could show his creativity on was the organization of the same facts. Curiously, the 

alphabetic arrangement was among the methods tried during the period before the middle 

ages, but it was neither widely adopted nor its benefits essentially understood. The fact that 

it gave each topic equal importance must have seemed odd, even offensive, to scholars who 

operated by very clear hierarchies dividing their disciplines. Aristotle’s Categories, as 

mentioned before, constituted the base on which most of the early compilers set up their 

organizing schemes. It was Porphyry of Tyre (c. 232-c.301) who explained and illustrated 

the Categories and upon his work Cassiodorus and many others have based their 

organization. Collison states that no encyclopedia compiler remained uninfluenced by this 

scheme, either by willingly following it or by unwillingly copying from another work that 

followed it. 

 
Figure 1 The Tree of Knowledge by Porphyry of Tyre 

 

The fundamental division of knowledge into worldly and heavenly spheres that will 

come to define the Christian era encyclopedias can be glimpsed from this scheme, one again 

illustrating the crucial link that binds the ancient philosopher to the medieval scholar. 
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Another interesting feature of this early period was the collaboration between different 

philosophers and schools for the compilation of encyclopedic sources. This collaborative 

atmosphere was lost during the following centuries and resulted in the emergence of 

different schools of encyclopedia making, almost unaware of each other. 

 

1.3  The Book of God and the Book of Nature 

As Christianity spread through the European peninsula, against the increasing political 

instability of European Continent, isolated monasteries became the primary centers of 

learning and preservation of knowledge. Drawing on the work of pioneers like Cassiodorus, 

the monastic system established a strictly ordered structure and came to provide intellectual 

stability and a place of learning. The principal aim of the medieval scholar was to preserve 

the known interpretations of Greek and Roman texts within Christian theology. The 

danger of overemphasizing the secular texts that were considered pagan was usually avoided 

by inserting Christian themes in the beginning, to illustrate their superiority. The success of 

the notable examples mentioned below can be considered primarily as feats of editorship, 

given the lack of any new research, empirical data or fundamentally different philosophy. 

Building upon the heritage described in the earlier section, the noted medieval scholars 

defined how their contemporaries, or descendants for many centuries, perceived their past 

and the world around them and ultimately prepared the standard against which the 

Renaissance and the Enlightenment positioned itself. 

Along with Cassiodorus, discussed above, one of the pioneers of Christian 

encyclopedias was St. Isidore of Seville (C. 560-636) and his Originum seu Etymologiarum 

libri XX. Although Isidore himself was the archbishop of Seville during the Visigothic 

kingdom in 599, his education was based on classical Greek and Latin texts. Isidore believed 

that such an education should constitute the fundamentals of a true Christian’s education 

and he aimed to provide a model for this scheme in his encyclopedia which is most evident 

in his organizational scheme.2 Etymologiae’s affinity to the ancients and its predecessors like 

                                                
2 While the original is unfortunately lost, none of the surviving copies of Isidore’s encyclopedia start with 
Theology, which is remarkable for a Christian encyclopedia. 
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Pliny has led Katz to argue that Isidore’s efforts can be interpreted either as an early and 

brief Renaissance, or the last flowering of the Roman tradition and the transition to the 

medieval Christian works (27). 

Another strength of Isidore’s work was its comprehensiveness. His effort marks a 

departure from the topical, almost scientific, focus of Pliny and testifies to a determination 

to cover all that can be known in every conceivable area of knowledge. The title of the work 

indicates the way Isidore approaches this goal; articles begin by the origins of the words in 

question but usually go much deeper and provide early histories as well as brief philosophical 

treatises about the topics, which can include everything from characteristics of love to early 

history of marriage (Katz, 28).  

Despite its oddities, as for example not putting Christian Theology in the forefront, 

Isidore’s work enjoyed lasting authority among medieval scholars, in fact Katz goes on to 

state that its popularity can only be compared to Pliny’s (27). Its close understanding of the 

Greek and Roman worlds rendered Etymologiae the de facto starting point for educators 

and encyclopedia compilers of later generations wanting to learn about these topics and 

with the ever strengthening hold of the scholastic thought over Europe, hence Isidore 

remained a constant reminder of the existence that secular writing could exist (Katz, 46).  

After Isidore’s death, it took three centuries for another authoritative encyclopedia 

to emerge and its lasting and broad popularity was testified to by the remarkable fact that 

more than one thousand manuscript copies are still in existence today. This popularity, 

however, ultimately served to desecularize the ancients Isidore helped to preserve, as a result 

of the fact that he repositioned their ideas within the Christian worldview, sometimes 

sacrificing their intellectual depth for a wider coverage. This proved to be an even more 

pervasive effect than the actual physicality of his compilation and left its mark for the 

following medieval creations. 

Although not nearly so influential as the other examples cited in this text, the 

dictionary known as Suidas, produced in the tenth or eleventh century, is a noteworthy 

compilation as it was an early example of an encyclopedic dictionary, the distinctions of 

which are illustrated below. Suidas was also organized alphabetically, although such an 
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organizational paradigm was, even for glossaries, extremely rare at the time and would 

remain so until the Enlightenment.  

Around the same time as Suidas, Hugh of St. Victor (c. 1096-1141) was working on 

his Didascalicon: de studio legendi, without the influence of Suidas. Completed in the 

1120’s, it signifies the firm establishment of the scholastic philosophy after the transitional 

nature of Isidore’s Etymologiae. Although Didascalicon built on Aristotle’s categories and 

other ancient texts like many other encyclopedia before it, it was more an affirmation of the 

monastic tradition than a curiosity about Greek and Roman texts. His extended opening, 

which is concerned with scriptures, and his emphasis on perfecting the use of Latin, are two 

examples given by Katz to this position (29). The organizational scheme proposed for 

knowledge in Didascalicon is worth mentioning even for a simple comparison with the 

scheme of Porphry of Tyre above. The increase in complexity illustrates the evolution and 

expansion of the basic ideas that underlie perceived classification of knowledge, despite the 

lack of any notable discovery or scientific research (Collison, 47). 

The Didascalion represents, in its system of classification, the age-old monastic tradition 

of Christianity and serves to counter-balance the growing influence of secular works, such as 

the Suidas mentioned earlier. Collison argues that Hugh’s clear and cogent style helped to 

make his work very popular among monastic communities and nearly one hundred 

manuscripts have survived from the centuries following its completion. 
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Figure 2 Didascalion by Hugh of St. Victor 

 

It is clear from the examples above that the ever-broadening scope of encyclopedic 

works created a tension concerning focus and priority. From this one might surmise that 

Christian monks and scholars did their best to disseminate their particular worldview while 

hoping to address the essential requirements of an encyclopedia. The urge to cover all bases 

within a comprehensive, and Christian, philosophy can be credited as the principal 

motivation underlying this achievement of medieval encyclopedia making. 

Speculum Maius, the Great Mirror, first completed by Vincent de Beauvais in 1244, 

and continuously updated until his death, is considered to be the crowning achievement of 

the medieval encyclopedic tradition and embodied the hope of addressing the textual 

overload presented by earlier works. Katz summarizes it as “a mixture of fact and fancy in 

over more than three million words divided into close to ten thousand chapters in eighty 

books. Not until Diderot in the 18th century did anyone come close to rivaling the size of 

Vincent’s effort” (31). This outstanding work relied on both collaboration from colleagues 

and copied passages of past works such as Isidore’s, and because of this it resembles a 

Philosophy 

Theoretical Practical Mechanical Logical 

Theology 

Physics 

Mathematics 

Solitary 

Private 

Public 

Fabric 

making 
Armament 

Agriculture 

Hunting 

Medicine 

Theatrics 

Grammar Argument 

Sophistic Probable 

Argument 

Demonstration 

Dialectic Rhetoric 



 

 18 

collection of essays rather than a coherent encyclopedia. This aside, medieval readers of 

Vincent recognized his work as an encyclopedia, and regarded it as such. In fact, because it is 

such an excellent collection of essays, it was, and still is “a work of inestimable importance as 

the only repository of excerpts from some works no longer survive, as a mirror to the state of 

knowledge during 13th century” (Collison, 62). The Speculum Maius can therefore be 

considered the pinnacle of medieval encyclopedic tradition, a work that culminates 

centuries of collecting and compiling with an organizational scheme that has been worked 

on for generations.  

Since it was so comprehensive and widely acknowledged, it continued to be the only 

major encyclopedia for a long time and its influence widened as it was translated into 

various languages. Collison states that successive works of the medieval period compromised 

the integrity and exhaustiveness of Vincent’s work in order to appeal to a larger audience, 

rendering the Speculum Maius the last great work of the scholastic age (62). Katz also 

supports this claim and notes “Vincent wrote just at the moment when the scholastic 

organization of knowledge was complete, so that he forms the watershed between 

discoverers and organizers, on the one hand, and the popularizers on the other” (32). 

Since no encyclopedia historian identify any of genre defining works produced in the 

period between 13th and late 16th century, it is fitting to attempt a synthesis of the evolution 

of the encyclopedic form so far. The importance of clarifying the state of the encyclopedia 

until the 16th century becomes much more critical as the intellectual movement behind its 

transformation defined itself in contrast to perceived notions about the encyclopedia at the 

time. 
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1.4  One Scribe to Bind Them All; Identifying the Pre-Enlightenment 

Encyclopedia 

The scribal system of the Middle Ages gradually progressed through individual efforts to the 

maturation of a distinct encyclopedic style for the period. In spite of the fact that scribes 

were operating strictly under the canon of Christian theology, the medieval approach to 

compiling encyclopedias can be traced back to their ancient Greek and Roman counterparts. 

Plato and Aristotle headed the Academy in Athens with the aim to provide an adequate 

education for citizens who would take part in the matters of the polis. Similarly, Cassiodorus 

wrote his Institutiones mostly for the benefit of the new rulers of the Roman Empire, so that 

they could be better rulers, and the likewise, the efforts of the medieval scribes were 

intended to benefit the elites of the Church, the State and the University.  

The style of the previous examples, all of which were important compilations dating 

to the end of 16th century and were organized in the form of treatises, mostly covering the 

traditional subjects first identified by Aristotle and expanded and edited to fit the Christian 

canon. The strong investment in the categorization of these treatises is indicative of the 

belief that the knowledge presented within a single work was to be understood as the 

complete circle of learning that would be required by an educated person. First, the fact that 

these works were written by a single compiler and second, their self-fashioning as 

educational tools is also an indication that individuals were expected to learn their contents 

and internalize their systems of knowledge. As Yeo illustrates in his article Lost 

Encyclopedias (2007):  

The hallmark of the pre-Enlightenment definition of encyclopedia was the belief that 
there was an agreed set of subjects, such as the circle of liberal disciplines, which could 
and should be known by educated individuals, and that significant parts of this corpus 
should be committed to memory so that the person truly possessed this knowledge 
(50). 
 

A learned person who absorbed the totality of this knowledge can, in the literal sense 

and without the irony that the phrase would later come to carry, become a walking 

encyclopedia. The perceived amount of required knowledge was simply within the bounds 
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of the comprehensible. According to Stockwell, this was the original appeal of the Academy, 

to present the totality of knowledge required in one place (13). 

Despite this direct link to the ancient Greek idea of complete education, with the 

proliferation of monasteries, universities and other educational institutions, the relationship 

between the encyclopedia and personal education became more complex, especially with the 

spread of purpose written textbooks. McArthur identifies the difference between these two 

kinds of educational works as the degree of control involved in accessing them (1986, 63). 

Textbooks were prepared to be used within lecture halls and were traditionally read by 

instructors during classes and as such, they were an integral part of an otherwise oral 

teaching environment. They were meticulously checked for their conformity to the 

doctrines of the institution they were used in. Although encyclopedias were written within 

similar institutional structures and were even read by similar classes of the society, 

McArthur argues that they were given a greater degree of freedom concerning the ideas and 

content they could disseminate (63). When the majority of the intellectual community 

shared similar views and sources of dissent were scarce, this potential merely lied dormant. 

But McArthur argues that, when the system of knowledge was disturbed, encyclopedias 

were one potential source where differing opinions could be spread with relative ease 

compared to school textbooks. As the later section of this study will illustrate, when the 

ideas of Enlightenment started to flourish across Europe, encyclopedias were indeed on the 

forefront of the ideological transformation. 

However, until that intellectual cataclysm, encyclopedias continued to be schemed 

on Aristotle, translated into Latin, and although medieval compilers took in knowledge 

from the Middle East and rigorously scoured the resources, the information they could 

access was limited and the scope of their intellectual interest was focused accordingly. In 

their effort to combine the Christian theology with the knowledge of the ancients under a 

grand scheme of complete education, the medieval scribes aspired to complete people’s 

minds, contributing to their role on Earth. The underlying assumption to such an ambition 

is the belief that God had two books, one being the Bible and the other being nature. A 

complete encyclopedia would then complete humanity’s knowledge, drawing people closer 

to the creator. Also motivating the medieval compiler was the promise of longevity, as any 
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work deemed successful would be copied and distributed as much as possible in order to 

preserve the scarce knowledge within it, and this position was strengthened by the lack of 

any new empirical or scientific data coming in, which rendered obsolescence a non-issue. 

Yeo illustrates this by stating that the medieval encyclopedias were directed towards the past 

and not the future (2001: 6).  

With passing generations and a few very successful works, a usually accepted form 

had emerged and readers began to expect some degree of consistency from encyclopedic 

works including layout and indexing. At this juncture the ever-growing body of text deemed 

necessary for inclusion begins to feel overwhelming for both compilers and readers in the 

mediaeval period. Although alphabetical classification was known, thematic classification 

was still an essential part of the integrity of the encyclopedia. The scheme for various 

thematic arrangements differs among works as they depend on assumptions concerning the 

moral significance of the knowledge being handled. The Christian notion that an 

appropriate moral state is the precondition for any advancement in knowledge, obviously 

based on the Platonic ideals, was dominant among the schemes of organization conceived 

for encyclopedias and schemes based on this assumption were usually manifested in various 

metaphors and graphic illustrations within different works. A famous example is the tree of 

wisdom, which implies a common origin for all knowledge. A later illustration was as a map, 

which did not imply a common origin but lay down all that is knowable as a navigable, and 

therefore, conquerable territory. 

 The pinnacle of medieval encyclopedia making also signifies a certain maturity of 

literary culture across Western Europe. My historical survey so far has illustrated that the 

conceptual basis of encyclopedias is inexorably intertwined with the adoption of literacy 

against orality at their origin. The following section will further analyze this relationship. 
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1.5  Scrolls and Scriptoria; Literacy and the Encyclopedia 

When the ancient Greeks adopted the widespread use of the phonetic alphabet and papyrus 

scrolls, their culture have undergone a transformation from a predominantly oral tradition 

to a literate one. The profound influence attributed to this change has been a subject of 

lengthy scholarly analysis throughout the 20th century. 

Specific works such as Eric Havelock’s Preface to Plato are well-established texts, 

which aim to analyze the effects of literacy on Greek culture. However, Walter Ong in his 

Orality and Literacy (1982), and his earlier work The Presence of the Word (1967) provides a 

more overarching study on literacy which is more fitting for this analysis. The central notion 

in Ong’s work is the fundamental divide in the way the human mind is structured after the 

proliferation of writing technologies. In his preface to the Presence of the Word, Ong writes 

that the modern, literate, individual has to “labor to regain the awareness that the word is 

still always at the root of the spoken word. Early man had no such problem; he felt the word, 

even when written, as primarily an event in sound (ix).” In his later, and more detailed, 

study on the differences between oral and literate cultures, Ong concentrated mainly on this 

transition of the corresponding mentality and its various implications. He sketches out 

general characteristics of primarily oral cultures in the following points: 

• Additive rather than subordinative. 
• Aggregative rather than analytic. 
• Redundant or ‘copious’. 
• Conservative or traditionalist. 
• Close to the human lifeworld. 
• Agonistically toned. 
• Empathetic and participatory rather than objectively distanced. 
• Homeostatic. 
• Situational, rather than abstract. 

 
Based on these distinctions, Ong argues that an oral culture does not have the 

potential to create scientific or philosophic thought; because of the way it organizes and 

transmits information. The perceived divide between oral and literate cultures has been a 

topic of heated academic debate ever since Ong. For the purposes of this study however, it is 

sufficient to note that it was Plato, Aristotle and their followers who established the 
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categories by which most subsequent generations understood the world and their 

relationship with the written word as being situated in a defining moment in European 

cultural development.3 The history presented in the earlier section covers a time span of 

2000 years and the changes in the encyclopedic form have been strictly evolutionary for the 

most part, testifying to the importance of their achievements. 

Seen in the light of arguments presented by theorists such as Ong, the combination 

of various economic, social and technical factors resulted in the emergence of encyclopedic 

thought in ancient Greece. Utilizing the most readily available writing material available, 

Greek philosophers adopted the technology of writing to disseminate and preserve their 

intellectual output. Papyrus scrolls, limited in length and accessibility and completely closed 

to random access, was inherently suitable for the treatises produced by ancient Greek 

philosophers, which were relatively short and consisted a discrete entity from beginning to 

end. A notable fall in the cost of paper and the introduction of binding individual sheets, 

contributed to the codex becoming the standard format for textual production and 

distribution. These developments notably coincide with the spread of Christianity in the 

first century A.D. It was suggested by some scholars that the adoption of codices by 

Christian pioneers enabled them to transport their ideas even further and more easily, 

ultimately contributing the rapid spread of the religion around Europe. When the codex 

was adopted to compile existing knowledge, the proposed categories of Aristotle were the 

apparent choice for the organization of the teachings of the ancients. These efforts initially 

gave birth to what the medieval scholars called the commonplace books and after centuries 

of expanding and polishing, resulted in great works such as the Speculum Maius. 

Vincent de Beauvais, when compiling the Speculum Maius, was hoping to address the 

everlasting ambition to acquire knowledge. Desired by the ancient Greeks to improve 

thought, by the Romans to ameliorate actions, and by the medieval Christians as a means of 

                                                
3For a few examples that contributed to this debate; 
Emevwo Biakolo, "On the Theoretical Foundations of Orality and Literacy," Research in African Literatures 
30.2 (1999): 42-65. 
Ruth H. Finnegan, Literacy and Orality : Studies in the Technology of Communication (Oxford: Blackwell, 
1988). 
Olson, David R., Nancy Torrance. Ed., Literacy and Orality (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1991). 
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nearing God and his glory (McArthur, 67). While the stated objectives of compiling 

encyclopedias have changed, and their scope and coverage has increased enormously over the 

centuries, the perceived and expected totality has not been challenged. A reader of 

Aristotle’s treatises in first century B.C. and a medieval monk studying Speculum Maius 

both expected to become better and more complete human beings from their experience, 

and demanded that their texts present an all encompassing worldview organized, through a 

logical and self-contained scheme. 

The intellectual framework of the medieval encyclopedia outlined above is based on 

a process of refinement and sophistication encompassing many centuries, and there is no 

doubt that the scholars who prepared these volumes prided themselves on the works they 

created. This pride is justified, given the acknowledgement of many historians that the great 

encyclopedias of the time were sometimes the only remaining source into their 

contemporary cultural production. However essential and useful this urge to collect and 

preserve the past may be, it certainly did not give encyclopedists the edge in innovation with 

respect to their craft. The rising interest in ancient texts through the Renaissance cannot be 

expected to exert any pressure on the encyclopedic craft either. The history of encyclopedia 

making records a fundamental shift, not in the 15th but in the 17th century, during which 

time the European cultural landscape has been fundamentally transformed, not by an 

intellectual movement but by the proliferation of the printing press, which would act as one 

of the greatest catalysts of new ideas, and in time, foster new encyclopedias to record these 

ideas in novel ways. 

 

1.6  A Revolutionary Construct; Understanding the Printing Press  

Analyzing the significance of the printing press has been the elusive goal for diverse fields of 

scholarship throughout the 20th century. Some authors, such as Marshall McLuhan, argued 

that the transformation brought by the printing press was so fundamental and 

overwhelming that it is simply not possible for the post-print society to understand what life 

was like before it. McLuhan’s typically eccentric statement only served to intensify the 

interest in print and both with their historical depth and analytical disagreements, print 
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scholars offer invaluable insight into this phenomena that reshaped the future of 

encyclopedias.  

Lewis Mumford was among the first to discuss the properties of mechanical printing 

press in his Technics and Civilization (1934). Mumford concentrated primarily on the 

properties of the printing press as a revolutionary technical invention and an astounding 

mechanical achievement. He states that, the printed sheet was the first completely 

standardized product, even before the military uniform. It was also the first uniform 

production line with interchangeable parts, heralding the industrial revolution centuries 

before. McArthur, in his analysis of the influence of print, notes that the industrial nature of 

the process took the control of book production from the Church and the State and put it 

in the hands of merchants (72). On the one hand, this change liberated the relatively small 

pool of literate and educated workforce from mundane tasks of copying existing works, 

giving them the ability to pursue their own interests and creativity. On the other hand, it 

empowered the merchant classes who now found themselves in the key position of 

controlling the flow of knowledge into society. The undermining of the traditional bastions 

of knowledge was such that McArthur goes as far as stating; “it is, I suspect, no accident that 

the first Latin Bible was printed in German Europe in 1450s and the first eruption of the 

Reformation took place there, under Martin Luther, in 1517” (73). 

In addition to being a foreshadowing of the approaching industrial age, the 

mechanization of bookmaking also produced unforeseen, yet very profound, effects in 

language as well. Through the standardization of the printed page and specifically the type, 

the printing press drew attention to irregularities in punctuation and spelling as well as to 

more stylistic choices and more aesthetic concerns with the layout that had previously gone 

mostly unnoticed, since every book was unique and they were comparatively scarce in the 

marketplace. The standardized output of the press would not be fully efficient without a 

similarly standardized input, and this played an important role in the emergence of unified 

spelling and punctuation of national languages. It is also a remarkable testament to the 

success of the press that it was disseminated across early-modern Europe with such rapidity 

after its initial development. Pierce Butler explains that printing press passed through four 

stages of development, all within the first hundred years of its invention and lists them as: 
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i. Establishment, where printers aimed to provide the same products as the scribes, 

only cheaper and faster, exemplified by the gothic type of the Gutenberg’s 42-line 

bible of 1455, widely attributed as the first printed book. 

ii. Gradual discovery of the unique potentials of print by early printers, in the shape of 

new typographic styles and calligraphic ornaments. 

iii. Discovery of true publications, where printers not only aimed to answer the demand 

but also started to actively create it by scouting for new texts. 

iv. Maturity of printed book where it became a recognizable force in history. 

 

Probably more important than any other single work is Elizabeth Eisenstein’s The 

Printing Press as an Agent of Change (1979). Thirty years after its publication, it is still 

considered one of the most influential studies on printing. The book presents a detailed 

analysis of issues discussed by earlier scholars such as Mumford and, to a large extent, 

Eisenstein’s work defined the of argument for later scholars such as McArthur. Eisenstein 

clearly identifies the advent of print as a communications revolution and, during the course 

of her lengthy analysis, she argues that the effect of print was instrumental in the emergence 

and spread of Renaissance ideas and the Scientific Revolution. Eisenstein’s specific historical 

observations deserve to be elaborated in detail since they have been so influential in debates 

of the topic in diverse fields, and have come to define how we think about the print 

revolution. Eisenstein starts by stating the marked increase in the number of books 

produced and the reduction of effort required to produce a single copy. Although exact 

numbers are unobtainable on the book production in early-modern Europe, different 

sources can be located for corroborative statistics to back Eisenstein’s statement. Hirsch 

states the number of titles introduced within the first 100 years of the printing press as well 

over 100.000 (VII). In their more recent work, Febvre and Martin state that about 20 

million books were printed before 1500, based on 30.000-35.000 surviving editions 

belonging to 10.000-15.000 different texts (248). Eisenstein organizes her analysis of the 

printing press into six major effects, all of which have applications to the future of 

encyclopedias. 
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i. Dissemination. 

Eisenstein emphasizes commentator culture’s role in dissemination, where the scholar’s 

interaction with a canonical text is adding commentary in the process of making a copy. 

With the advent of printing, and the considerable increase of both the number of copies and 

the geographical reach of a individual print run in certain amount of time, scholars began to 

cross-reference other works much more easily, fertilizing cross-cultural interchange and 

dialogue (72). It should be noted however that Eisenstein differentiates between the 

immediate increase in the cross-textual dialogue and the much later attempts to organize 

this massively expanding collection of books within libraries and compilations (78). 

 

ii. Standardization 

Eisenstein gives the example of the publication of errata’s as an indication of increased 

standardization, enabling authors to locate errors and share exact corrections simultaneously 

with scattered readers (80). It is also noteworthy that the technique for producing books 

also allowed for standardized reproduction of charts, maps and images. Since one of her 

main interests is the development of scientific method and the corresponding community of 

scholars, Eisenstein emphasized the fact that the increased standardization of texts allowed 

geographically distant scholars to correspond to each other on the same text and further 

their research in greater synchrony (81). 

 

iii. Reorganization 

The relevance to and subsequent effects of print on the encyclopedia is particularly 

significant and evident in this case, as Eisenstein explains, “the owner of a medieval 

compendium, preparing an index for his own use, felt no obligation to employ anybody 

else’s system but rather followed whatever method he chose” (90). Whereas after the 

introduction of print, any system of organization in a collection had to be prepared to 

enable it to be reproduced thousands of times and to be compared and cross-referenced by 

similar works. This apparent intellectual pressure on scholars to standardize their 
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organizations was compounded by financial pressure from the printers who saw the benefits 

of reliable catalogues and indexes (91). 

 

iv. New Process of Data Collection 

As previously noted, the rapid publication and widespread dissemination of errata was made 

possible by the printing press. It also did not take very long for publishers and authors to 

realize the mutual benefit of citing sources, not because of the intrinsic moral integrity of 

the involved parties but, rather the realization that such a code of conduct would be most 

beneficial to all in the long run (111). Eisenstein notes the crucial importance of the 

emerging textual fixity for the advancement of learning in any society, echoing the benefits 

of a literate culture sketched by Ong. 

 

v. Fixity and Cumulative Change (Preservation) 

Eisenstein considers the transformation of the way in which a certain text is preserved to be 

the most influential of them all (113). Whereas the medieval reflex to preserve precious, rare 

books and to make them out of the most durable materials possible, and to hide them in the 

relative safety of monasteries, mass printed editions, although printed on less durable paper, 

sustain their existence through abundance (114). On a purely material level, this move from 

stable rarity to more perishable yet abundantly available form can be interpreted in Innis’s 

terms as a shift from a time-biased print culture to a space-biased one, with strong 

implications for both the content and mindset of the society that uses them. Eisenstein’s 

following analysis proceeds this argument, as she notes that “the notion that valuable data 

could be preserved best by being made public, rather than by being kept secret, ran counter 

to the tradition and, led to clashes with new censors and was central both to early-modern 

science and enlightenment thought” (116). As she goes on to explain: 

Given drifting texts, migrating manuscripts, localized chronologies, multiform maps, 
there could be no systematic forward movement, no accumulation of stepping-stones 
enabling a new generation to begin where the prior one had left off. Progressive 
refinement of certain arts and skills could and did occur. But no sophisticated 
technique could be securely established, permanently recorded, and stored for 
subsequent retrieval. Before trying to account for an ‘idea’ of progress we might look 
more closely at the duplicating process that made possible not only a sequence of 
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improved editions but also a continuous accumulation of fixed records. For it seems to 
have been permanence that introduced progressive change. The preservation of the 
old, in brief, launched a tradition of the new (124). 
 

vi. Amplification and Reinforcement 

Concerning the act of reading itself, Eisenstein notes the marked difference between being 

read aloud and studying a text individually (132). As noted earlier by McArthur, the 

Medieval education system depended on the lecturer reading from a canonical text while 

providing commentary, and pupils employing various mnemonic aids to memorize a large 

portion of these texts, for the simple reason that their access was not in any way guaranteed. 

With the increasingly widespread availability of books, obtaining a personal copy of an 

important work and studying it individually became a much more feasible option for a 

much greater portion of the reading population. Eisenstein argues that the increased effect 

of this was the atomization and increased individualization of societies. Based on these 

specific effects, Eisenstein goes on to argue that in these ways the dissemination of the 

printing press laid the foundational infrastructure for the emergence and rapid development 

of the Renaissance and the Scientific revolution. Both movements, in the space of two 

centuries, have recast the intellectual and social outlook of Western Europe and along with 

them ushered in the age of the modern encyclopedia. 

 

1.7  Challenging a Revolution; Differing views on the Printing Press 

The revolutionary character attributed to the printing press as a medium did not go 

unchallenged and, following the publication of The Printing Press as an Agent of Change, 

many scholars went on to discuss its claims from the point of view of different disciplines.  

In his review, Grafton takes note of the issue and states that, although it might be tempting 

to criticize Eisenstein for being deterministic, this might not be entirely justified. “To be 

sure, Eisenstein is far too learned and too subtle a scholar to claim that printing by itself 

brought about the Renaissance, the Reformation, and the Scientific Revolution. Nor does 

she claim that it affected every area of culture in the same way” (Grafton, 267). Nevertheless, 

Grafton still considers Eisenstein’s preference of secondary sources over primary texts 
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troubling, and concedes that, occasionally the overarching ambitions of the work impede its 

overall persuasiveness. Still, Grafton’s critique can be considered as a warning for a more 

cautious reading and not an outright rejection of Eisenstein’s claims.  

 Among the most interesting and comprehensive of Eisenstein’s critics is Andrew 

Johns. In his 1998 study The Nature of the Book Johns proposed a different approach to 

what Eisenstein called a communications revolution and argued against the strong influence 

of the medium on the Renaissance and the scientific revolution. In his attempt to reject any 

inherent properties of print, Johns builds his argument on the evolution of tacit 

assumptions that are now inherent in print culture - basic features that societies have come 

to associate with books, their publishers and their authors. Johns’ principal thesis is that, 

contrary to Johns’ interpretation of Eisenstein, these features of print were build on by the 

community of printers and authors who worked with the medium over time and did not 

simply derive from their method of production. Johns argues that a printed book is “both 

the product of one complex set of social and technological processes and also the starting 

point of another…In that sense a book is the material embodiment of, if not a consensus, 

than at least a collective consent” (3).  In line with this argument, Johns goes on to illustrate 

how the intrinsic properties that the modern reader associates with print, such as fidelity, 

reliability and truth, was not so readily apparent to the early-modern bookmaker, and had to 

be actively cultivated and constructed over the course of generations. 

Johns focuses on the 17th century community of English printers to prove his 

argument, and provides a detailed analysis of the organization and workings of their 

community. Johns then describes the way interpersonal relationships among printers 

evolved into guilds that keep track of the intellectual and financial credit of its members. 

The guilds then eventually came into contact with political forces and through their 

interaction produced the modern understanding of copyrights. Johns concludes that the 

printing revolution as we know it today is “thus a product of a later, political revolution. It 

was a retrospective creation forged with tools selectively chosen from the arguments created 

by 18th century historians for other purposes” (374). Regarding the reliability and fidelity 

attributed to print, Johns concludes “the persuasive power of printed materials to affect the 

readers […] exists but it’s a hard-won and brittle achievement”, the result of a long struggle 
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by the printers community’s struggle for credit (624). Moving on from his conclusions, 

Johns explains that Eisenstein’s argument carries with it the risk of positing a technological 

fact in the place of a cultural struggle and accomplishment.  

The seeming disagreement over the precedence of technology of media over its 

community of users is a very deep-rooted one and, given the central importance of the 

printing press in the history of encyclopedias, it is worth exploring the finer points of both 

camps’ arguments. In a series of articles published in American Historical Review in 2002, 

Eisenstein revisited her arguments, taking into account the criticisms of Johns. Restating her 

interest in the overarching transformative aspects of the printing technology, Eisenstein 

argues that appreciating the human elements and not acknowledging the role of the 

technology itself, as in the case of Johns, would be missing a very crucial part of the picture 

and goes on to present her critique of Johns (2002: 89). While acknowledging many 

qualities of The Nature of the Book, Eisenstein identifies three key areas where she is in 

disagreement, the most important of which is his dismissal of any intrinsic characteristics of 

mechanical printing press in contrast to scribal practices it replaced. Eisenstein also 

considers Johns’ focus on the English cultural landscape as a hindrance to his account of the 

intensifying cultural interchange going on in the European continent, particularly the 

struggle between Catholic and Protestant movements. Finally, Eisenstein takes issue with 

Johns’ argument that the printing revolution was a cultural construct of the 18th or 19th 

century, and claims that such an argument makes sense only if one disregards as many 

aspects of the history of printing as Johns did. 

Following Eisenstein’s comments Johns, was also given the opportunity to reply in 

the same issue of the AHR and he restated his disagreement with Eisenstein over two very 

fundamental points, “the first is the degree of autonomy that historians should or should 

not ascribe to readers of printed works (or, for that matter, to manuscript ones). The second 

is the character, potency, and even existence of something called ‘print culture’” (Johns 

2002: 106). In addition to his previous remarks, Jones states that his work in general, and 

The Nature of the Book in particular, does not aim to replace Printing Press as an Agent of 

Change but to supplement it with a different approach (109). “Where Eisenstein asks what 

print culture itself is, I ask how printing's historic role came to be shaped. Where she 
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ascribes power to a culture, I assign it to communities of people. Most generally, where she is 

interested in qualities, I want to know about processes” (110).  

Although both scholars are constructive in their own right, Eisenstein offers her own 

perspective concerning their difference of approach, which, again, proves a valuable 

observation when applied to similar problems regarding the effects of media on exiting 

social structures:  

We differ because we approach early modern printing from the opposite ends of a 
time scale. I start with medieval texts and the incapacity of hand copying to achieve 
certain goals long valued by Latin reading elites. Johns starts with the modern book 
and the incapacity of the handpress to achieve the degree of standardization and 
uniformity that is now taken for granted. (Eisenstein, “A Reply”: 126) 
 
For the purposes of the present study, the two approaches broadly discussed above by 

these two prominent historians represent a very significant perspective for the 

understanding of the evolution of the encyclopedic form. Both the influence of different 

media, and the particular intervention of extraordinary individuals in interpreting this 

influence, will be a recurring theme of this study and constitutes an integral part of my 

analysis. So far, it is clear that the combined effects of all the influences affected by the 

movable type is a massive expansion of the reach of printed material, matched in time by an 

expansion of the audience ready to receive it.  

Along with Eisenstein, MacArthur also agrees with the statement that we owe the 

development of the very concepts of authorship and his/her audience to the possibilities 

afforded by the printing press, since before the increased ability to produce books, it would 

be impossible for a prospective author to receive wide-scale feedback on his or her work 

within a lifetime (73). Lewis Mumford, writing decades before any of the discussions 

reviewed above, claimed that moveable type ended the reign of the local and the immediate 

for the highly atomized societies of the Middle Ages, and opened up the relatively isolated 

communities. Mumford also noted the great significance of the mass production of paper, 

which enabled a society capable of recording all its transactions and encounters, thus 

creating a reliable accountancy of time and money. 

The academic discussion concerning the exact impact of the printing press on the 

evolution of the encyclopedia is rather vague. The fact that books became a mass-produced 
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consumer good and have largely lost their position as precious objects meant a significant 

change in the potential readers of encyclopedias outside of monasteries. Also, the changing 

economic structure behind book making and the desire of emerging book merchants to 

create new demand for their products, also created a new market for current and accessible 

works of reference. In addition to these economic factors, the intellectual climate of Europe 

was going through cataclysmic transformations during the two centuries following the 

introduction of print in 1455, regardless of the direct influence one ascribes to the press. 

The Renaissance, the Protestant Reformation and the Scientific Revolution all in their own 

way demanded new schematics of thought and new ways to create and organize knowledge. 

All of these developments were bound to be reflected in encyclopedias, whose medieval 

forms and ambitions suddenly seemed so anachronistic. 

 

1.8  Transforming Encyclopedic Thought 

On the forefront of the re-evaluation of the role and content of encyclopedias was Francis 

Bacon (1561 – 1626) whose work is representative of the transition form the Middle Ages 

to the Enlightenment. The major debates around encyclopedias throughout the Middle 

Ages concerned the precedence of particular topics due to their importance within the 

scholastic mode of thought. While planning for his encyclopedia, named Magna Instauratio 

(Great Renewal, 1620) Bacon aimed to transcend these debates and “wished to claim that all 

the knowledge could be captured, organized and presented” (Katz, 33). While this may not 

sound so radically different from the work of previous medieval scholars, what Bacon 

envisioned was “not a Summa of all truth or a Speculum reflecting the absolute but rather a 

fallible human attempt to see shape in nature. It is what we call today an exercise in model 

making” (McArthur, 110). Bacon’s model entailed a total of 130 sections, categorized into 

three main branches  (Collison, 82); 

 

i. (Sections 1-40) External Nature 
Astronomy. Meteorology. Geography. The Greater Masses- Fire, Air, Water and 
Earth. Species- mineral, vegetable, and animal. 
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ii. (Sections 41-58) Man 
Anatomy. Physiology. Structure and Powers. Actions- Voluntary and involuntary 
 

iii. (Sections 59-130) Man’s Actions on Nature 
Medicine. Surgery. Chemistry. Vision and the Visual Arts. Hearing, Sound, and 
Music. Smell, and Smells. Taste, and Tastes. Touch, and the Objects of Touch 
(including physical love). Pleasure and Pain. The Emotions. The Intellectual 
Faculties. Food, Drink, etc. The Care of the Person. Clothing. Architecture. 
Transport. Printing, Books, and Writing. Agriculture. Navigation. Other arts of 
peace. The Arts of War. The History of Machines. Arithmetic. Geometry. The 
Miscellaneous History of Common Experiments which have not grown into an art. 
 
Although Bacon only managed to publish a very small portion of his great 

encyclopedia, the influence of his plan on his successors was profound. Katz states that 

Bacon’s list became an unofficial checklist for future compilers to see if they missed any 

particular topic, while Collison argues that Bacon’s attempt became a yardstick by which to 

judge later efforts and a goal for future encyclopedists to surpass (Katz, 34, Collison, 84). 

McArthur interprets Bacon’s effort as a desire “to give mankind back what it has lost 

through the fall of Adam” (110). Although such an ambition may sound familiar to the 

medieval attempts to create a Book of Nature, Bacon’s insistence on the collection of new 

facts through experiment and observation was a crucial departure from his predecessors. 

Bacon’s writings represent the first flourishing of rational-humanist thought in the world of 

encyclopedia making and it is no surprise that all the epoch-defining works that followed 

soon after acknowledge their debt to his influence. 

Collecting of new data and presenting it in a previously unseen format entails many 

challenges for an encyclopedia compiler, and these challenges are only compounded by the 

natural desire to be taken as an authoritative source of information. While discussing the 

evolution of the authoritative text throughout the first century of printing, Feld argued that 

“success in printing depended upon the perspicuous elevation of the editorial function” 

(86). Feld goes on to describe the emergence of three distinct ways in which editors hoped 

to assure their authority (ibid.):  

i. Primal: Superiority of the text is based on its claim to be the closest 
possible representation to its original. 

ii. Idiosyncratic: Authority claim of the text is linked to the personal 
credibility of an expert scholar. 
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iii. Consensual: Superiority of the text is based on its claim to be a 
summation of all available resources and comments. 
 
It is clear that the perceived authority of a re-issued edition of a classical text, Feld’s 

object of choice in his article, is different than an encyclopedia. As a compilation of 

important texts, written and put together by expert scholars, the authority of encyclopedias 

has depended upon a combination of all three sources throughout centuries, yet the 

changing conditions introduced partly by print has resulted in a reassessment of priorities 

and a reimagining of the form. 

Alphabetical ordering is arguably a feature of modern encyclopedias that came into 

prominence with the adoption of the printing press. According to McArthur, the earliest 

examples of alphabetical ordering can be found in the 11th Century, yet they were unusual, 

not to mention offensive to the scholastic order of knowledge (76). McArthur argues that 

Gutenberg’s invention changed the linguistic landscape in favor of alphabetical ordering by 

fundamentally altering the way creators of the texts interact with their work. With the 

introduction of printing, scholars and printers started, for the first time, to think of words as 

made up of individual letters and this interaction with individual letters rendered 

alphabetical ordering much less alien to compilers than it might have been to medieval 

compilers (77). 

Given the challenges of defining authority discussed above, along with the slowly but 

steadily accelerating pace of intellectual development in Europe, the statement from Katz as 

to the loss of popularity of encyclopedias following death of Bacon in the second half of the 

17th century and the beginning of 18th century should not come as a surprise (34). Katz only 

mentions Louis Moreri’s Le Grand Dictionnaire Historique (1674) as a very successful 

example with very notable features (ibid.). Moreri’s set went through many re-issues and was 

hugely popular, hence Katz’s analysis of the likely reasons for its success reads like a sign for 

the shape of encyclopedias to come:  

The set was one of the first works to be arranged alphabetically…Second, there was 
a heavy concentration on the interests of the day, particularly biography and 
history. Third, thanks to constant updating and expansion, it was relatively current. 
Finally, it was in the vernacular and could be read by almost any literate individual. 
The day of the current popular encyclopedia was near (ibid). 
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1.9  Emergence of the Modern Encyclopedia 

Given the intellectual turmoil surrounding Europe, catalyzed by the diverse effects of 

printing press, the rising vernaculars within emerging national boundaries and completely 

new methods of acquiring and interpreting data that came about with scientific revolution, 

any aspiring encyclopedia compiler would face an enormous challenge. Writing to a 

previously inaccessible public, in a new way and in the vernacular, authors of reference 

works were forced to redefine their own categories, starting with the previously 

unproblematic distinction between a dictionary and encyclopedia. McArthur draws this 

distinction by stating that a dictionary is concerned with words while an encyclopedia 

focuses on things (102). While seemingly clear-cut, it is obvious that in practice it is much 

more difficult to draw such lines, and that most works are defined by their tendencies 

within a continuum between the two extremes. For the early 18th century compiler, an 

encyclopedia was more akin to a special dictionary than to a distinct type of reference work, 

and this approach was most clearly visible in the titles of the works which, by their very 

struggle to mark their boundaries, defined our modern sense of encyclopedias. 

If Moreri’s set can be considered as an origin to one of the most important national 

encyclopedic traditions, John Harris’ 1704 Lexicon Technicum (An universal English 

dictionary of the arts an sciences, explaining not only the terms of arts, but the arts themselves) 

was its counterpart across the channel. As a fellow of the Royal Society, Harris was well 

versed in most of the technical and scientific developments of his era and he did not refrain 

from focusing his work on these topics at the expense of other disciplines. Harris’ work is 

also notable for featuring contributions by such luminaries of the age as Newton, thus 

setting a precedent for encyclopedic practice of directly seeking assistance from experts for 

particular fields, a practice that was to become a pillar of modern encyclopedia making. 

Supporting the technical and scientific emphasis of Harrris’ text were very high quality 

drawings, plates and diagrams along with biographies of some of the pioneers of scientific 

discovery. Collison states that Harris’ work was the first purely English general encyclopedia 

and the reversal of a trend where by English compilers stopped copying French works and 

started influencing them in to the coming decades. 
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Both Moreri’s and Harris’ works can be considered as attempts to continue in the 

footsteps of Bacon, but Ephraim Chambers and his Cyclopaedia (An universal dictionary of 

arts and sciences, containing an explication of the terms and an account of the things signified 

thereby in the several arts, liberal and mechanical, and the several sciences, human and divine, 

compiled from the best authors) of 1728 was the first work to carry the concept of modern 

encyclopedias in to the mainstream and definitively showed the way to the future. A globe-

maker by trade, Chambers recognized the strength of Harris’ work but determined to 

broaden its focus and produce a more easy to use compendium. Chambers assembled such 

an accessible combination of materials that shortly after publication, his encyclopedia 

became the pride of the English nation, and its author was rewarded with a fellowship at the 

Royal Society. The qualities that made Chambers’ work so popular were many, chief among 

which was the care he took to make Cyclopaedia accessible to casual readers, a goal achieved 

chiefly by his easy-to-read articles and his meticulous cross-references.  

While defining the shape of the modern encyclopedia, Chambers also outlined the 

ways in which these reference works related to their history, both in terms of contrasts and 

similarities. In his 1996 article, Yeo has examined the relationship between the modern 

encyclopedia, represented by Cyclopaedia, and the traditional practice of keeping 

commonplace books by medieval and Renaissance scholars and pupils. A commonplace 

book is a collection of quotes and snippets from a multitude of sources relating to diverse 

fields of interest. Since access to books was much more limited, such a practice was often the 

only way medieval scholars could retain extensive knowledge on resources that mattered to 

them. Commonplace books retained some of their importance during the Renaissance as a 

personal selection of useful quotes and also as educational tools that teach students to 

categorize different fields and to envision them as a whole. Although at first sight the 

similarities between commonplace books and the early encyclopedias might be striking, 

there are critical differences concerning both style and purpose. While a commonplace book 

was a personal collection, often written down from memory and stored to be consulted in 

order to make one’s conversation richer, encyclopedias, especially after the 18th century, 

become ever growing repositories of knowledge, hoping to address a dramatically expanding 

body of knowledge. Yeo quotes Leibniz, known by many as the last of the walking-
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encyclopedias, as lamenting the multitude of books that he could not manage (160). Thus, it 

is interesting to note the evolution of the commonplace book into the Cyclopaedia, which 

states in its title that it is “compiled from the best authors”, just like its predecessors. Yet, 

during a copyright dispute concerning his usage of other’s work in his encyclopedia, 

Chambers defended himself by claiming the act of compiling and cross-referencing diverse 

sources into a whole gave them new meaning and that, therefore, his Cyclopaedia should be 

considered an original work. Yeo argues that the general encyclopedia, replacing the old 

practice of personal commonplacing, has the potential to serve many needs at once:  

Whereas educated readers could use the Cyclopædia as a commonplace book to 
prompt their memory for earlier reading, the non-educated reader studied it as a 
single point of reference, accepting the warrant of the author (Chambers) that it 
was based on a reliable abridgment of the major subjects. In both cases, it 
functioned as a ready-made commonplace book (169). 
 
A very noteworthy distinction between the traditional commonplace book and 

Cyclopaedia is Chambers’ focus on new knowledge and his ambition to foster intellectual 

curiosity and innovation. Yeo argues that Chambers’ was an answer to Bacon’s call for new 

facts and knowledge, whereas the principal aim of the traditional commonplace book was to 

preserve and reuse old knowledge. The analysis of my study up to this point concurs with 

Yeo, in that the modern encyclopedia replaced the practice of commonplace books while 

retaining some of their purpose, but not without reformulating their use and the system of 

knowledge they embody. In addition to redefining and repurposing the traditional 

commonplace book to a large extent, Chambers was also aiming to address the possible 

concern that might arise from the use of alphabetical ordering instead of age-old thematic 

conventions.  In his study of the evolution of topical treatises in Encyclopedia Britannica 

Loveland, explains that one of the reason Chambers was so meticilous in his cross-

referencing was to counter possible critcism to the effect that he broke the circular and 

complete nature of knowledge, in favor of a fragmentary approach (57).   

Despite all the tensions and struggles his work embodies, Chambers was confident in 

presenting his Cyclopaedia as nothing less than a replacement for a whole library and the 

best book ever written. History was not unkind to his claims though, for all its pioneering 

features and the transition it represents, Collison is clear in placing Cyclopaedia in the 
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encyclopedic heritage: “Almost every subsequent move in the world on encyclopedia-

making is thus traceable to the example of Chambers” (104). This statement that becomes 

more credible when one considers that the success of the Cyclopaedia was not only 

intellectual – the work was equally successful as a publishing venture as well. Its profitability 

encouraged numerous publishers to commission diverse reference works in England and 

throughout the continent. Among the publishers who hoped to replicate its success was the 

Scottish publishers of the Britannica later in the century and a French bookseller, André-

François Le Breton (1708-79) who commissioned its translation into French and thus 

unknowingly started the project that would result in the Encyclopédie, arguably the most 

famous and influential encyclopedia ever published. 

 

1.10  Enlightening the Citizens 

It is common practice among scholars across disciplines to assume that the Encyclopédie was 

a unique achievement, but taking its fame and superiority for granted would be detrimental 

to understanding its place in the history of encyclopedias. This section will attempt to 

illustrate “in what ways it actually was unique, bold and innovative, and in what ways it was 

conventional, timid and even, retrograde” (Kafker, 1981, 223). Despite the publication and 

considerable finanacial success of such works as Le Grand Dictionnaire Historique, Lexicon 

Technicum and most importantly Cyclopaedia, the 18th Century has failed to produce an 

encyclopedia that would both address Bacon’s call for reform, and compare with the sheer 

volume and reach of a great medieval compilation.  

The intellectual and social background that prepared the minds that collaborated to 

give the world the Encyclopédie is well known. While the discussion of new sciences and 

knowledge in their respective fields was encouraged and expected from the new 

encyclopedias, the socio-political climate was much less open to a comprehensive worldview 

based on new philosophical and scientific principles. The hold of the Church and the 

Crown over all intellectual output was as tight as ever and as self-appointed gatekeepers of 

truth about all matters social and spiritual, they exerted their power with censors, police 

spies and deep-rooted ecclesiastical institutions. Against all the traditional sources of 
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authority, a burgeoning group of philosophes, epitomized by figures such as Voltaire and 

Montesquieu, were gradually becoming more confident and prominent. Booksellers and 

printers, as discussed by Johns and Eisenstein, were among the central figures of the 

movement for both financial and intellectual reasons. Among them was, Le Breton who was 

hoping to purchase licenses to translate the encyclopedias of Harris and Chambers into 

French with the help of appointed editors. After numerous problems with licenses and 

changes in editorship, Le Breton handed the job to two relatively young and very promising 

intellectuals, namely Denis Diderot (1732-1784) and Jean Le Rond d’Alembert (1717-

1783). D’Alembert was well known as an all-around intellectual and an especially brilliant 

mathematician, whereas the publishers knew Diderot as an excellent translator with literary 

aspirations. While outlining their envisioned project, under constant pressure from the 

police and the church, Diderot and d’Alembert quickly distanced themselves from the idea 

of translating existing works and set out to formulate one of the most ambitious literary and 

intellectual projects ever attempted. Before the work proper began, Diderot published a 

short prospectus (1750) that outlined their work, illustrated their goals and methods which 

was built upon and expanded by d’Alembert in his Preliminary Discourse (1751), presented 

as a preface to the first published volume of the Encyclopédie. These two documents, 

especially the Preliminary Discourse, still remain as key resources in understanding the hopes 

and ambitions of the young editors at the beginning of a long and arduous journey that 

would make them legends of the Enlightenment. 

D’Alembert leaves no doubt concerning the scope of the project from the very beginning:  

The work whose first volume we are presenting today has two aims. As an 
Encyclopedia, it is to set forth as well as possible the order and connection of the 
parts of human knowledge. As a Reasoned Dictionary of the Sciences, Arts, and 
Trades, it is to contain the general principles that form the basis of each science and 
each art, liberal or mechanical, and the most essential facts that make up the body 
and substance of each. These two points of view, the one of an Encyclopedia and the 
other of a Reasoned Dictionary, will thus constitute the basis for the outline and 
division of our Preliminary Discourse. (d’Alembert, 4)  

 

It is also clear that the editors are aware of the challenge they are facing, as early as Diderot’s 

1750 Prospectus, and are not attempting to face it on their own: 
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What man, then, could be so brash and so ignorant in understanding as to 
undertake single-handedly to treat all the sciences and all the arts? It thus became 
clear to us that to support such a great load as one we would have to carry, it would 
be necessary to share it; and forthwith we cast our eyes upon a sufficient number of 
artisans who were competent and well-known for their talents, and scholars well-
versed in the particular discipline which was to be their share of the work. To each 
one we distributed the part that was suited to him. (d’Alembert, 112) 

 

D’Alembert goes on to discuss the connections among sciences and arts and the rules 

with which they are governed how they are discovered through senses. His treatise details 

the processes through which philosophers and scientists arrive at knowledge, and how to 

categorize this knowledge, culminating in an intellectual framework never seen before or 

since for any encyclopedia. In addition to these detailed analyses, d’Alembert also presents 

his and Diderot’s views on Bacon’s writings, and offers their version of a System of Human 

Knowledge, connecting all branches of human understanding in the shape of a tree.  

Richard Schwab presents an excellent analysis of d’Alembert’s work in his Preface, 

which deserves to be quoted in length: 

Of all the shorter works of the eighteenth-century philosophes, the Preliminary 
Discourse to Diderot’s Encyclopedia is incomparably the best introduction to the 
French Enlightenment. It is the Enlightenment insofar as one can make such a 
claim for any single work; with a notable economy and vigor it expresses the hopes, 
the dogmas, the assumptions, and the prejudices we have come to associate with the 
movement of the philosophes (ix). 
Indeed, the Preliminary Discourse could be regarded as the manifesto of the French 
Enlightenment, at least in the retrospective view of the historian. To be sure, it was 
not designed to be a pronouncement heralding or justifying revolutionary political 
action as were the Declaration of Independence, the Declaration of the Rights of 
Man, and the Communist Manifesto, but it expressed the spirit of an intellectual 
and emotional revolution going on in the eighteenth century that in one way or 
another lay in the background of each of these. It breathed a confidence that man, 
through his own intelligent efforts, could transform the conditions of human life 
and that the beginning of that revolution could already be seen in the sciences and 
arts. Compared with anything that had preceded it, the Discourse was unique. We 
have seen its likes since, but one looks in vain throughout previous history for a 
declaration of principles that represented, as this one did, the views of a party of 
men of letters who were convinced that through their combined efforts they could 
substantially contribute to the progress of humanity (xi). 

 

Founded on such principles, the resulting work carried the full title Encyclopédie, ou 

dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers. 
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Figure 3 Map of the System of Human Knowledge by Diderot & d’Alembert.4 

                                                
4 Translated by Benjamin Heller. http://quod.lib.umich.edu/d/did/tree.html 
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Every figure associated with the project was impressive in its own right; published between 

1751 and 1772, it spanned “28 volumes, of which 11 were illustrations, 72,998 articles 

totaling some 20 million words written by hundreds of collaborators” (Blom, 2005, xvi). 

The Encyclopédie was the first work of modern principles that could compare with the 

massive compilations of the Middle Ages. 

The sheer volume of such a work also had widespread economic implications, Blom 

states that the project “involved a thousand printers, etchers, draughtsman, bookbinders, 

and others, meaning that almost one out of every hundred Parisians benefited from the 

enterprise financially, directly or indirectly” (58). Beyond all its intellectual achievements, it 

was this economic leverage that saved the project from imminent oppression from the 

authorities. According to Blom, publishing the Encyclopédie proved to be too lucrative a 

business to kill in spite of the dangers it presented, which he interprets as a sign of the 

increasing political power of the newly developing bourgeoisie and its accumulation of 

capital (235). The reasons why various authorities wanted the project banned were also 

numerous and could be found in both very subtle and not-so-subtle guises. 

The whole project is full of signs of its philosophical stance, starting with the way the 

articles are arranged. Although the selection of alphabetical ordering was not revolutionary 

in itself, the Encyclopédie can be credited as the first major work to have grasped the 

categorical implications of this organizational approach. Alphabetical organization has the 

burden of rendering the task of editing and writing the encyclopedia much more arduous, 

since the whole scheme and the complete list of keywords have to be laid down from the 

beginning with all the cross-references. But, it also enabled very unique opportunities. For 

instance, if the editors had organized the Encyclopédie by category, they would have been 

expected to devote a large section to theology. But, since alphabetical order democratizes all 

titles, and mixes the categories up, the editors could get away with completely ignoring many 

such loaded topics or devoting very little space to them. Even the tree of knowledge 

presented by d’Alembert in the Preliminary Discourse was laden with clues as to the stance 

of its editors. As Blom explains, one would find heraldry next to pantomime and “theology 

found itself relegated to a withered and unproductive branch, leading directly into 

divination and Black Magic” (84). Trying to sustain such an elaborate effort against 
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constant pressure from authorities through two decades of work inevitably took its toll on 

Diderot, amongst the examples given by Kafker are contradictory remarks, two articles on 

the same subject and cross-references that lead nowhere (1981: 226). 

Most of the subversive ideas in the entries employed various techniques to deliver 

their sometimes-subliminal messages. Diderot himself or his co-editor d’Alembert would 

skillfully disguise their opinions about matters behind competently written essays, which 

would discuss all the aspects of the issue in a scientific, and sometimes dull, manner but 

ultimately leave no conclusion other than the author’s, although this position is never 

explicitly revealed within the article.5 Entries concerning religious matters, which will be 

under the closest scrutiny of the censors, also had a curious feature. In the Encyclopédie, one 

would find that all the required religious articles for a reference work of the time have been 

dealt within immense detail and great length but also with staggering dullness and a lack of 

emotion. Not one member of the clergy could object to the content of the articles but the 

prose and the approach to the subject was so cold and lifeless, that it was guaranteed to kill 

any religious sentiment. The chosen author for these entries was Abbé Edme Mallet and he 

was responsible for almost all of the sections on religious matters, totaling a massive 484 

entries. Whether his texts reflect his state of mind or an intentional plot to debunk every 

pillar of the Christian faith, continues to be a topic of debate.  

Another important aspect of the Encyclopédie, which was perhaps indicative of a 

constructive intent rather than a disruptive attitude, was the work’s detailed descriptions of 

arts et métiers. The ambition of the publishers and the editors was to include all the crafts in 

existence at the time, not only by way of carefully detailed descriptions but also by means of 

elegantly crafted plates. This detailed treatment of the common people further highlighted 

by a lack of coverage of the noble families amounted to a significant social statement of the 

Enlightenment. By putting the people who undertake production in the centre, and by 

valuing their crafts and trade secrets, the Encyclopédie presented what really mattered in 

society and widened its own base of prospective readers to a general public, who could 

                                                
5 An illustrative example is given by Blom. In the entry on the Soul Diderot explains where in the body the 
soul might be located, refuting all of the suggestions by case studies, ultimately leaving nowhere to put it and, 
therefore, implying its non-existence (78). 
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actually learn practical things about their craft. Such a detailed portrayal of pre-

revolutionary France is also important, as it is now an invaluable historical document that 

described a world long gone in the fires of revolution to come. The artisanal crafts that are 

documented so meticulously, and the socio-political institutions depicted so, were recast 

first during the French revolution, followed by the industrial revolution, and culminating in 

a society that would have been alien to the creators of the Encyclopédie, although this new 

age realized some of their most passionate dreams. 

Despite the uneven quality of its entries and editorial inconsistencies, as well as 

intentional tactics to evade censors and unintentional slips due to the crushing workload of 

Diderot, the significance of the Encyclopédie cannot be overestimated. As an intellectual 

enterprise, it stands unique and unsurpassed within the history of encyclopedias. Kafker 

argues that “never before or since has any encyclopedia been so openly committed to so 

much economic, religious and political reform” (1981, 233). According to Katz, the 

Encyclopédie “served as a platform for a necessary debate rather than entirely as a source of 

information about the world” (36). Donato argues that what made Diderot and d’Alembert 

unique was their intention to influence the way people think (11). According to Donato, 

“This was a crucial and a momentary instance, our concept of an encyclopedia is a 

compilation of knowledge, which is closer to the medieval and ancient notions than to the 

encyclopedists“ (ibid). Kafker concurs with the views expressed above, stating that “Diderot 

and d’Alembert did not content themselves with creating an outstanding reference work. 

Their ideal was to be engaging, not to resemble dispassionate, ‘objective’ scholars. They were 

committed to change people’s beliefs and society’s ways” (1981, 232).  

All the intellectual motivations of Diderot and d’Alembert would have been in vain 

if their work did not achieve its primary function, but the ideals that informed the structure 

and organization of their great reference work accomplished their goal. As an encyclopedia, 

it was more than a recognition of a good idea. “Diderot and d’Alembert successfully enlisted 

numerous contributors from their circles and managed to give voice to most of the leading 

scholars, men of letters, and scientists of the 18th Century” (Kafker, 1981, 235). After the 

Encyclopédie, encyclopedias could at last be considered as looking forward to the new 

developments within the sciences and society rather than being preoccupied with preserving 
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and copying existing knowledge. Even more importantly, the Encyclopédie proved that, 

however ambitious, a good encyclopedia can be a very lucrative business venture, and their 

work was instrumental in motivating other entrepreneurs in the area, spawning copies that 

endeavored to surpass the original in the following decades. 

 While the Encyclopédie immediately captured the public’s imagination, other 

publishers hoping to repeat its economic success certainly did not aspire to the attention 

and scrutiny it received from censors and authorities. Most publishers therefore, focused on 

providing a reliable reference source rather than a platform for social and political reform. In 

fact, the ordeals faced by Diderot and his collaborators had such a negative effect on the 

prospective publishers that most successive works tended towards conservative religious and 

social views. Kafker states that by avoiding confrontation with authorities, editors 

concentrated on pleasing their readers by offering more appealing sources of information 

(1994: 396). As Collison reports, “the beginning of 19th Century brought with it a boom in 

encyclopedia publishing” (174). The enduring success of the Encyclopédie, despite its endless 

hurdles, proved that a sizeable demand exists for a balanced encyclopedia made widely 

available and affordable. 

In France, the most notable successor to Diderot was Pierre Larousse (1817-1875) 

who started by publishing a young people’s work in 1853 and later expanding his reach with 

a 15-volume set entitled Grand Dictionnaire Universal di XIX Siecle. Since Pierre Larousse’s 

time, the publishing house bearing his name has become synonymous with expertly written 

dictionary-encyclopedias, which excel particularly in their coverage of fine arts (Katz, 37). In 

Germany, David Friederich Brockhaus (1772-1823) published his Koversations-Lexicon 

between 1796 and 1811, also setting off a publication heritage that continued through the 

20th Century. Motivated by his conviction that an encyclopedia should never be out-of-

print or out-of-date, Brockhaus set up a cycle of continuous updates that aimed to address 

both of these concerns, while always staying one step ahead of its competitors and 

widespread piracy (Collison, 158). After its founder’s death the publishers of Brockhous kept 

up the standards of the work, and the German encyclopedia has made a name for itself by 

featuring accessible articles written by subject experts and other notable contributors, and 

continues to enjoy high prestige in Germany. However, the publishers announced in 2008 
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that another print edition of the encyclopedia would not be published, citing the popularity 

and quality of the German edition of Wikipedia as a reason, marking the end of an almost 

two century print run(Germany's Brockhaus Encyclopedia Goes Online, 2008). 

In the English speaking world, amongst all the successors of the Encyclopédie, one 

enterprise may be credited as being more responsible than any other work in defining the 

modern encyclopedia. The Encyclopedia Britannica, first published in 1771 by three Scottish 

gentlemen, Andrew Bell, Colin Macfarquhar and their chosen editor William Smellie. The 

first edition consisted of three volumes and “as a book of knowledge, …[it was] very uneven” 

(Kafker, 1994, 155). A simple overview of its three volumes is sufficient to see Kafker’s 

point: while Vol.1 covered letters A to B, Vol.2 covered C to L and Vol.3 had to include all 

the articles from L to Z. Pressed for time and money, Smellie is recorded as having admitted, 

with a certain pride, “I wrote most of it, my lad, and snipped out from books enough 

material for the printer. With pastepot and scissors I composed it!” (qtd. in Kogan, 14). 

Despite its flaws, the first edition of Britannica was still a significant achievement and not 

only because it was the first edition of an encyclopedia legend that continues to be published 

even today, it was also “the first work published in the English language calling itself an 

‘encyclopedia’ and the first alphabetically arranged reference book of the arts and sciences 

published in Scotland” (Kafker, 145). Although not an outstanding work by most accounts, 

the publication history of Britannica is of an almost constant improvement and refinement 

spread over more than two centuries. 

The following second edition, issued between 1777 and 1784, was greatly expanded 

under the direction of a new editor, James Tytler, and emphasized the inclusion of 

biographies of notable persons. By all accounts, the ten-volume set was a distinct 

improvement, despite its omission of certain controversial topics such as the American 

Revolution. Following the death of its founders, the ownership of the Britannica passed 

over to Archibald Constable, an ambitious and talented publisher who set out to revise the 

collection of articles with the aim of making Britannica noticed outside of Edinburgh and 

Scotland. Constable planned and published supplements to update the existing 5th edition 

of the encyclopedia, and among the contributors to these now-famous supplements were 

some of the most prominent literary and scholarly figures of the day, including Sir Water 
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Scott, James Mill, Thomas Robert Malthus and David Ricardo, who refused to accept 

payment for his article on the moral ground that financial gain was not his motivation for 

contributing to Encyclopedia Britannica (qtd. in Kogan, 37). With such impressive authors 

in its roster, a frequent cycle of updates, the 5th and 6th edition, with supplements completed 

in 1824, Britannica, under Constable’s ownership, took major strides in establishing itself as 

a respectable and authoritative reference source. Kogan illustrates the evolution of 

fundamental principles underlying Encyclopedia Britannica and their emergence with 

consecutive editions, chief among which is inclusiveness (42):  

The presentation of an orderly system of knowledge as comprehensive as the books 
would permit […] an encyclopedia that would digest the principles of every science 
in the form of systems or distinct treatises had been something of a revolution in 
encyclopedia making. The second edition, with its biographies and history, and the 
next […] had taken strides toward establishing […] authority and authenticity. 
With Constable, these concepts received massive impetus.  
 

Bought by Adam Black after the death of Constable, the 7th and 8th editions, 

published in 1830-1842 and 1853-1861 respectively, both were marked improvements over 

their predecessors and were prepared by an ever-expanding cadre of sub-editors and advisors 

in addition to editors-in-chief. The journal Meliora, regarded the 8th edition to be “the 

greatest collection of literary wealth ever compiled” (qtd. in Kogan, 50). However, all of the 

incremental improvements detailed above pale into insignificance when compared to the 

famous 9th edition, also known as the Scholars’ edition, published between 1875-1888. 

Britannica’s first English editor, Professor Thomas Spencer Baynes strived to record all the 

recent scientific developments and to capture the essence of its time. Among the many 

distinguished contributors invited to write for the 9th edition was Thomas Huxley, the most 

outspoken proponent of Charles Darwin and his theory of Evolution, who supplied articles 

on “Biology”, “Animal Kingdom” and “Evolution”. Culminating in 16.000 articles, 25 

volumes, the finished set included “superb woodcuts, colored palettes, and special colored 

maps of London, Rome, Paris, New York and Philadelphia” (Kogan, 62). Upon reviewing 

its first volume in 1875, Nature claimed that the entire edition will be “regarded as 

indicating the highest tidemark of the science, literature and arts of the time” (qtd. in 
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Kogan, 53). Katz states that the 9th edition is “still referred to today by researchers who see 

it, along with the 11th edition as a landmark in accessible scholarship” (39). 

The publication of the widely acclaimed 9th edition marked another turning point in 

the history of the venture, namely, the opening up of the encyclopedia to the masses. 

American bookseller Horace Everett Hooper was among the first to recognize in publishing 

the budding market comprised of middle-class English and Americans who has been 

recently acquiring the promising assets of literacy, a relatively higher disposable income, 

greater leisure time, and intimately tied to a desire for self-improvement. Hoover’s proposal 

to the Times of London to sell the 9th edition of Britannica at a much cheaper price than 

usual and to support the campaign with a barrage of clever advertising was revolutionary for 

both the ailing newspaper company and the encyclopedia. Moreover this innovative 

campaign was to further circulation especially when coupled with similar campaigns in the 

States. The most important effect of the campaign, for the purposes of this study, was the 

“popularization of the set. What heretofore had sold well enough to a limited group of 

better-than-average-educated English people now became international, part of many public 

and personal libraries wherever English was read” (Katz, 39). These campaigns, and 

Hoover’s marketing genius behind them, in the late 19th century were instrumental in 

creating the now entrenched popularity and recognition of Britannica as the encyclopedia in 

the English-speaking world. Katz compares selling an academically minded set as with such 

marketing fury usually associated with penny dreadfuls nothing short of wizardry (39).6 To 

support the skyrocketing sales a 10th edition was prepared as a stopgap, which was only a 

slight update on the 9th. Subsequently the publishers, motivated by the strong sales, 

concentrated their efforts on the entirely new 11th edition. During this time, the ownership 

of Britannica was passed over to American investors, Hooper and his associate Walter 

Montgomery Jackson. 

Published in 1910, 11th edition was the last Encyclopedia Britannica that was 

completely prepared in Great Britain, it was also the first to be published all at once. Most 

sources agree that the 11th edition was the greatest issue of Britannica ever published. In part 

                                                
6 Penny Dreadfuls were popular works of fiction, usually serialized stories, printed on cheap pulp paper and 
sold for a penny in 19th century England. < http://en.Wikipedia.org/wiki/Penny_dreadful>  
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because amongst its 1507 contributors, there were 168 fellows of the Royal Society, 53 

presidents or secretaries of learned societies, 47 members of the British Museum staff, 53 

members of staffs of similar institutions and 47 staff members of various laboratories and 

observatories (Kogan, 168). Compiled under the editorship of Hugh Chisholm, it 

combined the intellectual and academic excellence of its predecessors with modern touches, 

such as shorter articles and greater emphasis on living persons’ biographies. Collison notes 

the editorial benefits of printing the whole set at once, thus enabling control and oversight 

into both the complete organization of the encyclopedia and the refinement of individual 

articles (149). The time of its publication also contributed to the 11th edition’s special status 

since it was, as Collison explains, “positioned in time as a summary of the world’s knowledge 

just before the outbreak of World War I” (147). 

The following 12th and 13th editions, published in 1922 and 1926 were little more 

than minor updates to the main body of work constituted by the 11th edition. The 14th 

edition published in 1929 can be regarded as the first truly American edition of the 

encyclopedia, as it was also the first to adopt what editors called a “continuous revision” 

cycle and dropped edition numbers. While periodically issued new editions have been the 

naturally evolved method of encyclopedia makers to keep their work up to date in the age of 

print, even the five to ten years that it takes to compile an encyclopedia afresh started to 

become much too slow for the pace of development, especially in sciences and politics. This 

problem was also compounded by the fact that sales of the current edition ground to a halt 

when a new edition was announced. While trying to address these problems, Britannica 

sales and editorial staff conducted studies on their editing patterns over the years and 

realized that “much of the material in any one edition required only periodical correction, 

but that the remainder needed continually to be brought up to date” (Collison, 152). The 

editorial board adopted their practices around constantly and incrementally updating only 

what was necessary and issuing the changes in annually published yearbooks. These were 

then adopted into the main body of text in the next reprinting of the whole set.  

Although much more cost effective and efficient, this garnered vocal criticism over 

the years, over some of which the editors took action, resulting in “a much higher standard 

in scholarship and regard for modern discoveries and contemporary opinion” (Collison, 
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153). With this innovative new editorial policy, the 14th edition of Britannica, through 

numerous reprints and updates, remained in circulation until 1974.  

The 14th edition also marks a shift in emphasis on more practical areas of knowledge 

as opposed to academic treatises.  The traditional British critics from Oxford and 

Cambridge saw the changes as a step down in quality while the much-larger American 

audience welcomed a user-friendlier encyclopedia that has greater relevance to their day-to-

day lives. Kogan therefore identifies two trends in the recent history of Britannica, one 

striving towards ever greater scholarly excellence and depth, which found its ultimate 

expression in the 9th and 11th editions, and another which consider the encyclopedia “not 

only as an authoritative source of knowledge but as a publication, within reasonable physical 

limits, designed to stimulate, inform, and instruct. It contended that the work should be 

edited not merely for a learned minority but for all who seek self-improvement” (Collison, 

233). 

The next complete revision of the encyclopedia came in 1974. Under the guidance of 

American philosopher Mortimer J. Adler, who became the chairman of the board of editors 

in 1974, Britannica underwent a complete restructuring process for the 15th edition. The 

resulting 28 volume set was divided into three main parts: Micropaedia (short references for 

quick consultation), Macropaedia (in depth treatises) and Propaedia (Outline of 

knowledge). According to Britannica Online, 4000 contributors from 100 countries were 

consulted and the editorial cost of the project alone was $32 million, the single largest 

private investment in publishing history.7 Taking into account the criticism received over 

the radical restructuring, the editors of Britannica continually refined the contents and 

organization of the different parts of the encyclopedia, culminating in a 32-volume set in 

1985. With the introduction of optical storage and multimedia capabilities to personal 

computers, Britannica was amongst the first to offer CD-Rom versions of its content with 

evolving capabilities and depth. With the introduction of Britannica Online during the 90s, 

the venerable encyclopedia started its experiment with ways to deliver its content over the 

Internet, which is still continuing its evolution today. Although not impossible, but it seems 

highly unlikely that the 21st century will see any major new print editions of Britannica like 
                                                
7 http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/186618/Encyclopaedia-Britannica 
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the 9th, 11th or the 15th, marking an end of a very long era in encyclopedia publishing and 

concluding the historical review of this study. 

The continuous evolution of Britannica through multiple ownerships and numerous 

editors, all with their vision of making a great encyclopedia, has left Britannica with an 

unmatched reputation among encyclopedias. With the longest continuous publishing 

history of any encyclopedia, Britannica represents the most refined achievement of the 

encyclopedic urge and can be considered as a landmark of modernity. As Collison notes, “it 

is by no means an ideal encyclopedia, but it has for long approached more nearly to this 

target than most” (155). The validity of such a statement has been under much stringent 

questioning since Collison’s 1964 book and attempting to understand and better address it 

is the principal goal of this study. But before such an attempt can be made, the historical 

review of the modern encyclopedia has to be analyzed, culminating a complete and overall 

picture. 

 

1.11  Beacons of Civil ization: Understanding the Modern 

Encyclopedia 

The effects of the printing press on the production and distribution of books and the 

influence of the social and economic institutions forming around it on the creation and 

promotion of authority have been discussed earlier. The intellectual renaissance and the 

following scientific revolution were followed by the pioneering figures of the enlightenment 

like Bacon, who questioned the established authority and the systems of knowledge it 

perpetuated. Building on those economic and intellectual foundations, the encyclopedias of 

18th century marked the emergence of a completely new approach in contrast to medieval 

works and the consistent evolution of this new form in line with the economic and social 

factors throughout the 19th century resulted in the modern encyclopedia as most people 

recognize it even today. According to Yeo, encyclopedias of the Enlightenment inherited 

from their ancestors the desire to hold up a mirror to the complete landscape of knowledge, 

despite their growing doubts that doing so is at all possible (2001, 2). While discussing the 

Encyclopédie, it was mentioned that the work of Diderot and d’Alembert was considered as 
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an embodiment of the French Enlightenment thought, which is in line with the expressed 

desires of the editors in the Preliminary Discourse. Yeo argues that, by replacing the medieval 

desire to become closer to God with encapsulating a revolutionary intellectual movement, 

the Encyclopédie secularizes the encyclopedic motive and brings it to the modernity (3).  

One of the most visible ways the encyclopedias of modernity departed from their 

medieval ancestors was the switch to alphabetical organization. As illustrated above, 

although alphabetical organization was not unheard of, it only became popular after 16th 

century and faced with criticism that it was destroying the unity of knowledge previously 

attempted by the medieval encyclopedias. But, as Loveland argues, its benefits in usability 

and accessibility were so overwhelming for every type of user that ultimately it was accepted 

as a necessary compromise (57). However, switching to a more flat organizational structure 

did not mean that compilers abandoned the pursuit of organizing knowledge. Starting with 

Bacon, most of the encyclopedias published during the 17th and 18th centuries include 

treatises, as part of their introduction, on the nature and organization of knowledge, 

supported by tree diagrams, illustrating the placement of different disciplines on the human 

perception and their interrelations. These efforts were supported by in-text cross-references 

and indexes. As a whole, the encyclopedias of Enlightenment continued to strive for a vast 

picture of knowledge, attempting to replace old themes with a map and corresponding 

cross-references. Although it represented a new perspective on knowledge, and its creation, 

such a model did not scale well. Chambers’ work was a relatively short one and the much 

larger Encyclopédie already illustrated the shortcomings of its own proposed system with 

previously mentioned problems such as cross-references that lead to nowhere. Despite their 

shortcomings, immediate followers such as Harris and Chambers were of immeasurable 

importance in the development of future forms of the encyclopedia and their successors 

both built on and against the models they created. 

As Yeo points out, most works dating from the era of Harris and Chambers were 

called dictionaries of arts and sciences (2001,13). It was the enlargement of their model that 

led to the Encyclopédie of Diderot. With the massive increase in scale, learned societies in 

general and encyclopedia compilers in particular were realizing that no single person can be 

expected to know all the knowledge contained within their works, regardless of the 
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organizational schemes and their inherent problems. d’Alembert and Diderot acknowledged 

this as such in their Preliminary Discourse. This change in perceived usage also signified 

another stark contrast with the medieval encyclopedia, which was designed as a memory aid 

for the scholar who was expected to know the contents of any Summa in question. The 18th 

century encyclopedia replaced this notion with two new self-defined missions, first was to be 

a guide, and map, to all knowledge in the case that the multitude of books were lost and 

knowledge and crafts had to be reconstructed. Second, it was meant to be an aid to 

condensing and navigating the increasingly unmanageable deluge of new publications, and 

to help users in summarizing what is essential (Yeo, 83).  

While the 17th and 18th centuries were periods of experimentation that lead to 

pioneering and fascinating works such as the Cyclopaedia and the Encyclopédie, it was during 

the 19th century when Encyclopedias matured and came into the form that late-20th century 

observers recognize as a general-encyclopedia. In this process, the relentless and continuing 

evolution of the Encyclopedia Britannica was instrumental. Smellie’s first edition set the 

tone by omitting the use of a tree of knowledge As Yeo explains, while it may look like 

laziness to omit a map of the sciences, “by the early 19th century its editions came with a 

philosophical justification for this absence” (278). Instead, Britannica introduced the 

concept of treatises that go along with normal articles. While it was only articulated in the 

preface to the 3rd edition, the organizational scheme of Britannica had both practical and 

theoretical considerations. By attempting to identify disciplines that encompass several 

concepts, Britannica forgo the previous attempts to navigate whole of knowledge via cross-

references. Also reflecting its publisher’s practical goals, Britannica also emphasized the 

value of self-improvement, a fundamental value of Scottish Enlightenment, hence according 

to its editors, anyone could open a large treatise on a given science or craft and receive an 

adequate education. McArthur argues that while Britannica editors lacked the intellectual 

fervor of Diderot, their attempt to reach a much more modest goal proved to be just as 

revolutionary and even more successful in the long run (108). In his study of the early 

editions of Britannica, Kafker concurs with this view, stating that through a combination of 

a more fertile socio-political climate in England in 18th century and the lasting business 

acumen of its owners, Britannica achieved longevity from seemingly humble beginnings 
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(Kafker, 2009,307). Throughout the 19th century, consecutive editions of Britannica 

expanded to bring its readers to latest advances in diverse areas of scholarship and 

exhaustiveness became a virtue in itself. Despite criticisms to the effect that the writing style 

was inaccessible and the sheer breadth of knowledge presented was becoming a hindrance to 

the users, the editorial policy and resulting sales efforts always emphasized it as “the home-

university kit par excellence” (McArthur, 108). Succeeding editors usually tried to address 

the criticisms directed to their precursors and continuously aimed to enhance the value of 

each new edition, the most dramatic example of which was Adler’s attempt to reorganize 

knowledge, and the encyclopedia, into three parts. 

Other works following similar principles have emerged throughout the 19th and 20th 

centuries, and their success and failure stories point to one overarching principle that first 

surfaced in the beginning of the 18th century; it is absolutely essential that a good 

encyclopedic endeavor combine both elements of excellent scholarship and a solid business 

plan. The 19th and 20th centuries also saw the identification of individual encyclopedias with 

the national identities of their home countries as many newly independent nations that are 

eager to establish themselves started to compile their own encyclopedias. Collison provides a 

general survey of such works, which acts as a list of principles distilled from almost three 

centuries of modern encyclopedia making. The modern encyclopedia is: 

• Written in the language of the country in which it is published 
• In alphabetical order 
• Contains articles written by specialists 
• Involves subject specialists employed as sub-editors 
• Includes biographies of living people 
• Features maps and illustrations. 
• Contains bibliographies and, 
• Analytical indexes of people, places and minor subjects 
• Supported by periodical supplements for staying up-to-date 
• Contains numerous in-depth cross-references. 

 
In search for refinement and advancement, such principles inevitably make up a 

body of criteria against which every emerging form or work will be judged for credibility and 

longevity. Collison states that any enterprise that has neglected any of the above principles 
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has suffered either commercial failure, or failed to be recognized as an authoritative 

reference (199). 

Emerging from the ideas of Bacon, who was challenging the medieval establishment 

and harnessing the opportunities presented by the mechanical printing press, the 

enlightenment encyclopedia has emerged as an effort to distance itself from its past. 

Through their struggle to chart the newly emerging territory of modern science, the 

pioneers of enlightenment encyclopedias inherited some of their instincts from their 

ancestors, whom they strived to replace. The desire to organize and contain all the world’s 

knowledge and present it in an accessible way guided their efforts, resulting in such 

exemplary works like the Cylopaedia and the Encyclopédie, which for the first time and 

probably the last, hoped to provide its readers not only knowledge, but a whole new mindset 

built around the access and understanding of that knowledge. With the ever accelerating 

growth of knowledge and the resulting specialization of sciences, the encyclopedia largely 

abandoned its claim to map the knowable and focused on being able to keep up and make 

the most of the newly emerging knowledge accessible to the greatest number of people. The 

overarching tension between depth and coverage forced editors to make compromises and 

identified successful works from shallow or exhaustive ones. The ability of an editorial team 

to strike a balance within practical limits set by the physical format of a multi-volume set has 

been a key determinant of success. 

Until the appearance of digital media and related storage technologies, the multi 

volume general purpose encyclopedia set has continued to exist based on its 19th century 

foundations, which were matured versions of their 18th century origins. It is possible to trace 

a relatively consistent line of evolution from the intellectual breaking point represented by 

Bacon to the latest print edition of Britannica and with such consistency coupled with 

continuous evolution and refinement has rendered the encyclopedia a pillar of modern 

western civilization and its intellectual and social achievement in the last three centuries. By 

its very nature, the modern encyclopedia presents an excellent documentation of its own 

history and intellectual evolution, which is why positioning it in contrast to both its 

medieval past and any contemporary examples like Wikipedia is both worthwhile and 

feasible. 
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2.  Imagining and Building a New Encyclopedia 

 

It is quite natural that such developments should seem like marvels and that 
initially, deeming them to be impossible, the mind should reject any pursuit of 
them. But, according to a common slogan, do we not live in a time in which 
yesterday’s utopia is today’s dream and tomorrow’s reality? 
 

Paul Otlet 
Microphotographic Book, 1906 

 

2.1  Introduction 

The modern encyclopedia, as it existed in the beginning of the 20th century, was the 

culmination of a continuous evolution that can be traced back to its Enlightenment origins, 

which in turn was the transformation of a much older ideal. The previous chapter traced the 

evolution of the encyclopedic form in line with its surrounding cultural, economic and 

technical environments. Encyclopedias occasionally fell behind the curve, with the 

continuing use of Medieval works during Renaissance, while sometimes they were the 

pioneers of new ideas that transformed the rest of the society, famously in the case of the 

Encyclopédie. At the end of the 19th century, the most notable encyclopedias settled into a 

matured form and focused their editorial efforts on increasing their breadth and depth, and 

this is exemplified by acclaimed 9th edition of Britannica.  

Along with their intellectual ambitions, encyclopedias also become significant 

business ventures, involving considerable capital investment and marketing budgets. While 

the struggle to combine the right amount of business acumen with excellence in scholarship 

has worked very effectively in refining the model, a radical rethinking of the encyclopedic 

ideal in its entirety would be unlikely to emerge from the offices of any large and established 

encyclopedia. Still, the beginning of the 20th century witnessed some of the most ambitious 

ideas concerning the future of encyclopedias from some of the most original and/or seminal 

thinkers of the period. Others, building upon such ideals and inspired by rapidly advancing 
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technology, expanded their vision of a fundamentally new encyclopedia, among which 

Wikipedia’s roots can be traced.  

This chapter aims to bridge the gap between mature modern encyclopedias as they 

were established at the end of the 19th century, and Wikipedia’s emergence in the beginning 

of the 21st century. This survey of the 20th century aims to cover two broad and intertwined 

themes, beginning with the earliest attempts to re-imagine encyclopedic thinking, and 

follows the works of theorists and science fiction authors. Some of these writers have laid 

down the foundations of our current understanding of digital technology while others have 

speculated on a future where culture and knowledge have transcended their existing 

boundaries. The second theme will focus on the work of pioneering computer scientists and 

engineers who, throughout the 20th century, built digital computers and the Internet, and 

directly contributed to the realization of some of the visions outlined in the first section. 

The central aim of this chapter is therefore to identify the blend of technical innovation and 

intellectual vision that went into the creation of Wikipedia through a discussion of these 

two movements and their interplay throughout the 20th century. 

 

2.2  Challenging Print 

The massive increase in the number of printed books resulting from the proliferation of the 

printing press across Europe and the intellectual activity it fostered was illustrated in the 

previous chapter. The modern encyclopedia has come to incorporate a claim to address a 

perceived need to summarize the expanding body of knowledge that the development of 

print made possible. This trend can be traced back to Chambers’ claim that his Cyclopaedia 

was the only book a layperson would ever need and the editorial struggle of Chambers’ 

successors grew along with the accelerating advance of modern sciences. The result was 

often an expansion in the size of the encyclopedia coupled with editorial efforts to try 

sustaining a level of cohesion and accessibility across the whole set. While this was a 

particularly trying challenge for encyclopedia editors, the issue of increasing multitudes of 

books and expanding knowledge was relevant for a diversity of professionals such as 

librarians, bibliographers and lexicographers. 
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Belgian bibliographer Paul Otlet (1868-1944) was among the first to address the 

issue of organizing knowledge with a sensibility that would become increasingly familiar 

throughout the 20th century. A lawyer by profession, Otlet harbored a lifelong fascination 

with collecting and organizing knowledge. Rayward outlines Otlet’s primarily concerns with 

a series of questions (2):  

i. How best was order to be introduced into this proliferating, disorderly mass in such 
a way that progress in the world of learning could continue efficiently and 
effectively? 

ii. How could rapid developments in all areas of knowledge, so characteristic of 
modern period, be mobilized for the benefit of society? 

iii. How could the international flow of information, then obstructed (as it still is) by 
political, social and linguistic barriers on the one hand, and by cumbersome, 
unresponsive systems of publication, distribution and bibliographic processing on 
the other, become more open and more effective? 

iv. How could accurate, up-to-date, “integrated” information tailored specifically and 
exactly to particular needs be derived from this mass, re-worked to form ensuring 
immediate and optimal usefulness, and made available without hindrance or delay, 
whatever such potentially infinite, unpredictable needs might be. 

 In his “Something about Bibliography”, originally published in 1891, Otlet 

attempted to address some of these questions with a radically new vision for the 

organization of information. According to Otlet, it is an almost impossible task to organize 

all the publications in print and make them available in an accessible form. To address this 

problem, Otlet argued, “various parts of any book can be reduced to different elements […] 

and a re-arrangement of contents not along the lines of the special plan of a particular book, 

but according to the genus and species appropriate to each element does not make for an 

loss of substance” (17). Underlying this ambitious proposal is Otlet’s belief that “the 

external make-up of a book, its format and the personality of its author are unimportant 

provided that its substance, its sources of information and its conclusions are preserved and 

can be made an integral part at the organization of knowledge” (ibid). Otlet envisioned the 

resulting compendium as an impersonal, collectively produced “artificial brain by means of 

cards containing actual information or simply notes of references” (ibid.). Otlet also noted 

that his proposed system of cards would have the added benefit of not being bound with 

alphabetical organization (18).  
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With such a scheme, Otlet aimed to create a compendium of knowledge where “any 

one person should be able to rapidly find out, not all about a subject, but all about the 

branches into which it has been divided and about the work already done relative to those 

branches” (19). Otlet’s desire to transcend the limitations imposed by print media and the 

other physical attributes of books are apparent in his proposals as is his willingness to 

embrace new technologies that might further his goal. Most practical applications of Otlet’s 

thinking found their manifestations with the help of index cards, although he was very 

interested in the possibilities offered by microphotography and other technical innovations. 

Otlet’s ideas culminated in the creation of the Mundaneum in 1910, co-founded 

with his lawyer colleague Henri La Fontaine and financially backed by the Belgian 

government. Based on a sanctioned adaptation of Dewey’s decimal system created by Otlet, 

called Universal Decimal Classification (UDC), the Mundaneum aimed to collect and 

organize the world’s information on a modular system of index cards. By reducing all the 

separate publications to their essence and combining them under a comprehensive system of 

classification, Otlet was striving to compile “the Source, the permanent Encyclopedia, the 

Summa [that] will replace chaos with a Cosmos” (Otlet, 1990,83). Based on his experiences 

with the Mundaneum, Otlet published “Transformations in the Bibliographical Apparatus 

of the Sciences” in 1918, in which he detailed his vision for the future and explained his 

system of categorization. Sadly, Otlet’s ideas lost their popularity over time, and the Belgian 

government withdrew its funding from the Mundaneum which was later occupied during 

WWII. 

While Otlet’s proposed database is not strictly encyclopedic in nature, his thought 

process is a descendant of the goals shared by most encyclopedists throughout the ages, with 

a particularly positivist twist, characteristic of the early 20th century. Rayward acknowledges 

this mechanistic structure in Otlet’s thinking and cites the influence of 19th century 

positivist thought on the formulation of his ideas, especially manifested in Otlet’s strong 

emphasis on reducing each work down to its essential facts (6).8 While his radical approach 

                                                
8 Originating from Auguste Comte’s writings, Positivism posited itself as a strictly empiricist approach to the 
philosophy of science. Rejecting metaphysics entirely, the positivist approach argued for a scientific, fact-
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to bibliography failed to come to full fruition, Otlet’s work is still significant as he was 

among the first to propose a radical restructuring of bibliographies to greatly advance their 

effectiveness. He also proposed a new approach to encyclopedic knowledge that would 

require a reassessment of the priorities of compilers.  

In his attempt to address central questions regarding knowledge and its organization, 

Otlet also pioneered the urge to transcend print through other technical innovations. His 

search for a better medium was to be continued throughout the 20th century, culminating in 

the hyperlinked, online articles of Wikipedia. Otlet’s revolutionary ideas situate him as the 

first precursor of Wikipedia in the 20th century, and the degree to which he envisioned the 

model that was to be created in the 21st century is most certainly noteworthy. As Joseph 

Reagle argues, “[t]he Repertory was international, multilingual, collaborative and predicated 

on technological possibility, much like Wikipedia” (21). 

Following Otlet, the next notable proposal for the recasting of encyclopedic 

conventions came from author H.G. Wells, who is mostly remembered for being one of the 

founding fathers of modern science fiction. In a lecture delivered at the Royal Institution of 

Great Britain in 1936, Wells acknowledged his interest in compiling outlines and 

summaries. After stating the “ineffectiveness of modern knowledge and trained and studied 

thought in contemporary affairs”, Wells goes on to illustrate his ambitious proposal to 

amend this problem (Wells, 1938:3). Echoing Otlet, Wells proposed the foundation of a 

World Encyclopedia, which would serve as a social organ and bridge the gap between the 

immense knowledge being created around the world and the people in positions of decision-

making who are oblivious to it (11).  

World Encyclopedia would be a row of volumes…[where] he would find in clear 
understandable language, and kept up to date, the ruling concepts of our social 
order, the outlines and main particulars in all fields of knowledge, an exact and 
reasonably detailed picture of our universe, a general history of the word, and if by 
any chance he wanted to pursue a question into its ultimate detail, a trustworthy 
and complete system of reference to primary sources of knowledge. In fields where 
wide varieties of method and opinion exited, he would find, not casual summaries 
of opinions, but very carefully chosen and correlated statements and arguments 
(13). 

                                                                                                                                                  
based, study of social issues. Since Comte’s proposal to establish Sociology as a science of society, many critics 
have pointed out the incompatibility of human social issues with methods of natural science. 



 

 62 

 
It is clear from the above description that Wells’ World Encyclopedia aspires to be 

much more than a compilation. In fact, Wells outright declares the established conventions 

of compiling encyclopedias outdated and inadequate (ibid). Wells argues that the World 

Encyclopedia should not be merely an assembly of fact and statement, but should act as “an 

organ of adjustment and adjudication, a clearinghouse of misunderstanding” (16). While 

editors of different encyclopedias throughout history have been ambitious to various degrees 

with their claims to authority, Wells aspires to a whole new level relevancy when he argues 

that the newly created work should become “an undogmatic Bible to a world culture” (14).  

While striving to provide universal access to the sum total of human knowledge, the 

authoritarian undertones of Wells’ vision can hardly be dismissed as peripheral to the 

principal goal. He attributes great importance to presenting a definitive consensus on every 

topic “assembled with the approval of outstanding authorities in each subject” (14). Given 

access to such a resource, Wells believes that most disagreements plaguing the world could 

be made to disappear and his world brain could “hold the world together mentally” (ibid). 

Behind Wells’s conviction lies his belief that most differences of opinion in the world are 

overrated and superficial (15). By giving everybody access to the same knowledge, verified by 

the proper authorities, Wells argues that the World Brain would “compel men to come to 

terms with one another” (16). While suggesting such an ambitious scheme, Wells does not 

address the questions of authority and validation that such an undertaking is bound to 

create, apart from reaffirming his preference for “order in place of vermin [and] a garden to 

a swamp” (ibid). 

Although his suggestion that encyclopedic organization can spread like a nervous 

system places him quite close to the hyperlinked network of Wikipedia, in all other aspects, 

it would be safe to argue that Wells would have disapproved of an open encyclopedia that 

anyone can edit. Given all its shortcomings, it is easy to dismiss Wells’s proposal as an early 

20th century internationalist relic that claimed that English is the best language for such a 

project due to its linguistic superiority. When taken together with Otlet’s ideals however, 

Wells’ ideas clearly hint at an emerging trend. 
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As noted, the end of the 19th century saw the maturation of the encyclopedic ideal 

and, combined with the industrialization of the printing press, both the mechanical and 

intellectual processes of compiling and publishing encyclopedias have achieved their 

pinnacle of accomplishment. However, the 20th century witnessed the acceleration of the 

creation of new knowledge and the limitations inherent in the established methods of 

encyclopedia making, however refined they may have been, became increasingly evident. 

Otlet and Wells were among the first to realize that the only way out for encyclopedias was 

innovation. While their particular ideas were flawed and imperfect, and were still reliant on 

print, they vocalized some of the key themes that will be built on by their successors, such as 

universal access, constant maintenance and collaborative production. In addition, Wells 

may also be credited as the first science fiction author to think about encyclopedias, setting 

an example for many to come in the following decades.  

The next section of this chapter will cover the propositions put forward by literary 

and scientific minds of the 20th century. However, to demonstrate the need to look at these 

sources that are usually understood as falling outside the trade, it is worthwhile to review a 

small sample of opinions on the future of encyclopedias from scholars and encyclopedists 

from the mid-20th century. 

 

2.3  Maintaining the Modern Encyclopedia 

The September 1962 issue of the journal The American Behavioral Scientist provides a 

selection of perspectives on the “uses of encyclopedias: past, present and future”. Livio 

Stecchini’s opening essay “On Encyclopedias in Time and Space” acknowledges the 

difficulty of creating a world encyclopedia, citing the near-impossibility of reaching a global 

agreement on most topics, and proposes to follow Pliny’s example by starting with technical 

or scientific topics such as mathematics and physics (6). As I will discuss in greater detail 

below, such a technical bias has been observed in Wikipedia and while this has been 

criticized as a weakness, it also demonstrates the relative ease with which contributors are 

able to reach a consensus on such topics, validating Stecchini’s insight almost 60 years later. 
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The following, and similarly themed article by Jacques Barzun focuses on the 

difficulty in addressing both scholars and newcomers to a given topic. Barzun considers this 

problem as a challenge for the editors of encyclopedias, yet never speculates on the 

possibility that such an arbitrary limitation can be overcome by moving beyond print. While 

the author acknowledges the challenge in achieving neutrality in encyclopedia entries, 

Barzun’s proposal to define neutrality as “detachment and fair play with respect to definable 

issues” comes surprisingly close to Wikipedia’s central policy of Neutral Point of View (10).9 

Despite this principle of fair play, however, the author is quite certain as to which topics are, 

and will remain, worthy of deeper study. “Most small nations will remain small, and even if 

troublesome they may not be important from the point of view of civilization. And the 

older small nations will continue to warrant an interest that the new cannot claim; 

Switzerland is worth more study than Liberia” (10).10 Later in his essay, Barzun further 

elucidates his approach, which is reminiscent of Wells’s World Brain:  

A world encyclopedia in the strict sense will not be possible until the establishment 
of a world civilization. For the present, the phrase must continue to mean the circle 
of knowledge at command in the civilization now dominant, the western 
civilization which even its enemies and victims by the simple act of trying to 
become part of it, acknowledge as superior. (10) 

 
The persistence of this particular brand of internationalism that was so evident in 

Wells, is noteworthy in an academic journal in 1962 and serves as a useful benchmark to 

frame some of the discussion concerning assumptions regarding knowledge contained in 

Wikipedia. Also, given his view on knowledge, it is not surprising that Barzun considers 

“letting ‘small’ or ‘unimportant’ articles be written by anybody who happens to be at hand” 

as “disastrous” (14). 

In a very interesting contrast, the next article written by the editor in chief of the 

Encyclopedia Britannica, Harry Ashmore, readily accepts the historicity of the current 

editorial policy and the physical structure of the Britannica. While highlighting the role of 

                                                
9 Neutral Point of View (NPOV) is one of Wikipedia’s core content policies and defines the overall tone of 
Wikipedia content. NPOV, as a policy and as a broader approach to encyclopedic knowledge, has a central 
importance in understanding Wikipedia and will be discussed in detail in the next chapter. 
10 A Disclaimer: While such arguments are unthinkable in a contemporary academic journal and are certainly 
discomforting to quote in my dissertation, I still think it is illustrative of the struggle that the encyclopedia 
faced during the 20th Century. 
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Britannica as an instrument of popular education, the evolution of which is covered in the 

first chapter, Ashmore argues that in its current state, the Britannica represents the pinnacle 

of the form’s evolution. However, in the concluding section of his brief article, Ashmore 

claims that the world of encyclopedias is on the brink of a breakthrough, one that made him 

feel “the chill breath of obsolescence on my own encyclopedic work” (18). Here he is writing 

about digital technology and the adoption of computers for organizing and accessing 

knowledge. Amidst the scholars who perceive the intellectual achievements of their time as 

universal and lasting truth, Ashmore’s pragmatism and openness to the future resonates 

with some of the other visionaries that will be covered in this chapter. 

 

2.4  Science, Fiction and Encyclopedia 

Although encyclopedias are among the recurring objects that attract the attention of science 

fiction authors, one literary giant of the 20th century preceded all SF authors to the task of 

dismantling meaning attributed to print and its cultural attributes. Jorge Luis Borges (1899 

– 1986), director of the Argentine National Library from 1955 to 1973, and one of the 

most acclaimed writers of 20th century, has reflected upon the nature of the book and the 

modern literate mind in a number of his stories. In “Garden of Forking Paths”, Borges 

famously questioned the perceived linearity of time and cause-effect relationships people 

attribute to their actions. Replacing the singular passage of time with a labyrinth of forking 

paths that then fold into themselves, Borges’s protagonist is conscious of the consequences 

resulting from each action of choice, regardless of how simple. Choosing an alternative is 

also rejecting all other possible universes in which such possibilities may exist. Borges 

visualizes an infinite number of universes differentiated by a single choice with varying 

ramifications, resulting not in linear time but rather in an “infinite series of times, a growing, 

dizzying web of divergent, convergent, and parallel times” (Borges, 85). According to Nick 

Montfort, the concept described in Borges’s 1941 story is nothing short of a hypertext novel 

(29). 

Similarly prescient is Borges’s idea of an infinite library, containing every possible 

variation of 22 letters, bound in standard volumes, and inhabited by a bewildered group of 



 

 66 

librarians who are born and die within it. By definition, The Library of Babel contains not 

only every book that has ever been written, but also all the books that can be written and 

their right and wrong translations of each other along, with erroneous collections and 

presumably a correct index. With such a dizzying concept, Borges gives his librarians what 

the encyclopedists of all ages desired: total knowledge. Borges then goes on to speculate on 

the possible implications of achieving such a collection. “When it was announced that the 

Library contained all books, the first reaction was unbounded joy. All men felt themselves 

the possessors of an intact and secret treasure. There was no […] problem, whose eloquent 

solution did not exist-somewhere in some hexagon” of the library (69). But the true 

implications of their finding occurs to the librarians’ shortly thereafter and their hopes of 

mastering all knowledge quickly turns into frustration since, for every book, every sentence 

and word that makes sense in the library’s endless collection, there are an infinite number 

that do not. While presenting a fresh and critical look at one of the primeval urges of 

humanity, namely collecting and organizing knowledge, Borges’s writing also questions the 

interaction between the limited, yet ever-curious, human mind and its relationship with 

information technologies, more specifically, language and print. 

While Borges was trailblazing in the field of literature, engineers on the forefront of 

technological innovation, both during and after the Second World War, were imagining the 

next era of knowledge creation and storage. Beginning with observations similar to those 

made by Otlet and Borges, namely the apparent limitations of print, they went on to predict 

the computer revolution that would reshape the rest of the century. Following his central 

role in the Manhattan Project, the building of the atomic bomb, Vannevar Bush was keenly 

aware of the need to provide the next major goalpost for the nation’s scientific community 

(Wardrip-Fruin, 35). In his 1945 As We May Think, Bush imagined the future of 

information storage, organization and retrieval based on his experience with early 

computers during the war effort. Echoing Otlet, Bush reiterates the inadequacy of 

established methods of transmission and storage due to the increasing specialization among 

experts and the growing mountain of data (37). His main issue with the established order of 

print-based information technologies is their incompatibility with the way the human mind 

works (44). 
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Bush is aware of the artificial linearity imposed by any index or categorization, where 

any object can only occupy one sub-category, and any attempt to introduce a more multiple 

system of categorization is not worth the extra labor required. In contrast, Bush states that 

the human mind operates on a principal of association, combined with random and instant 

access to each bit of information. To address this discrepancy, he acknowledges the potential 

of microphotography, especially for compressing vast amounts of information into tiny 

spaces. At the same time Bush was aware of the oncoming electronic computer revolution, 

and speculated on possible future stages of technical evolution. 

His proposed system, the Memex, is “a device in which an individual stores all his 

books, records, and communications, and which is mechanized so that it may be consulted 

with exceeding speed and flexibility. It is an enlarged intimate supplement to his memory” 

(45). While the mechanical details provided by Bush for his device seem hopelessly out of 

date given the current state of computers, his impulse to provide an immediate and 

compatible extension to human memory based on associative organizational patters is as 

fresh as ever. In a bid to remain convincing in his seemingly daring proposal, Bush projected 

the technology of his day into the future. While the speed with which computers have 

evolved and became integrated into our daily lives would have been beyond the imagination 

of any scientist or science-fiction author in the early 1950s, the way in which Bush describes 

a typical use of the Memex machine is prescient of a typical researcher’s experience with 

Wikipedia today. Bush imagines a researcher, starting from a simple question, following a 

diversity of links to various sources and being able to “build a trail of his interests through 

the maze of materials available to him” (46). 

The authors discussed above set the tone for the rest of the 20th century with their 

writings. The further development and increasing ubiquity of digital computers arguably 

defined the scene of technology for the rest of the century and many authors, mostly in 

science fiction, continuously speculated on a future where access to and storage of 

knowledge has transcended the limitations of print. In addition to literary authors and 

engineering pioneers, the possibilities of new and future media technologies started to 

attract attention from a number of scholars during the mid-20th century as well. Before 

moving on to the developments of the latter half of the 20th century, it would be beneficial 
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and fitting to discuss some of the earliest work done on what will, in later decades, be called 

media studies. 

 

2.5  Understanding Media, New and Old 

While a definitive origin to the academic study of media might be elusive, the work of 

Harold Innis is a reasonable point of departure. Following a distinguished career in 

economics, Innis turned his attention to the interaction of specific communication media in 

different civilizations throughout the ages. In his 1950 volume Empire and 

Communications, Innis tentatively writes, “[i]t has seemed to me that the subject of 

communication offers possibilities in that it occupies a crucial position in the organization 

and administration of government and in turn empires and of Western civilization” (1950, 

3). The fundamental concepts of Innis’ analysis are time and space and his central claim is 

the existence of a tendency within different forms of communication to favor either time or 

space. This theme was first introduced in Empire and Communications and later analyzed in 

much more depth in the Bias of Communication (1951), both of which were published 

posthumously.  

Innis states that “a medium of communication has an important influence on the 

dissemination of knowledge over space and time and it becomes necessary to study its 

characteristics in order to appraise its influence in its cultural setting” (1951, 33). The 

characteristics of a given medium would have an effect on the established notions of 

knowledge within a culture and, over longer periods of time, the effects would render the 

culture resistant to other media with different characteristics. In such a case, a radical shift 

resulting from the proliferation of a new medium would result in a dramatic restructuring 

and, in extreme cases, the construction of a different civilization. 

It is a logical conclusion from these premises that a stable society would be based on a 

balance between these two extremes, but such a state is ever-elusive and, even when 

temporarily achieved, it can be disrupted with the invention of a new medium that might 

tip the balance one way or the other. In the chapter titled “Plea for Time”, Innis states that 

visual media, like print and photography, emphasized individualism and created instability 
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within societies with “catchphrases like democracy, freedom of press and freedom of 

speech”, only to be countered by the ear-oriented medium of radio and the rise of nationalist 

sentiments it led to (80). Innis is critical of all the innovative possibilities that seem to spring 

from newly developing media when he states that the potential of greater realism also carries 

within it the greater possibilities of delusion (72). 

In his treatment of time, Innis is concerned with what later theorists have referred to 

as immediacy and the destruction of a sense of time through new media, where individuals 

are led to live “in the moment and for the moment” (90). For Innis, this development is the 

banishment of all individual continuity (90). Yet, while the possible effects of various media 

technologies on individuals became one of the most prominent issues of media studies after 

Innis, his focus was on political structures and how they might be affected by such changes 

in communication technology.  

During his studies on the history of empires and their dominant methods of 

communication, Innis was fascinated by empires’ ability to sustain themselves over vast 

geographical spaces and long stretches of time. Upon reviewing the history of various 

empires and their epochs, Innis concluded that every empire had a distinct method of 

administration and communication embedded in its social and political structure. Each of 

these distinct combinations marked an epoch in history that favors, and even builds upon, 

certain types of media. These media in turn determine the bias of the civilization in 

question.  

Innis argued that this bias in communication also affects the culture and character of 

the civilization in question. A time-biased society would emphasize the stability and 

longevity of its customs and culture, a preference that would be clearly evident with the 

chosen durable materials on which communications are based. Such a society would give 

great importance to its customs, which would impede individualism. Ancient Egypt serves as 

a perfect example for a time-biased society, where the most important matters were always 

carved in stone and all the aspects of the culture were focused towards infinite stretches of 

time.  

In contrast, a space-biased civilization would prioritize the future and the present 

more than the past. They would also tend to lose the sense of community that time-biased 
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societies hold in such high regard. Innis argues that contemporary western society is biased 

towards space in an unparalleled scope thanks to electronic technologies. 

This distinction between media of communication also gave Innis a tool with which 

to analyze the transition from an oral-based culture to a culture that is based on writing. 

Concerning oral traditions, Innis states that societies structured by their tradition utilize the 

properties of oral communication and their strong religious sentiments to direct and 

enforce a body or cooperative community of individuals. Innis states that, in oral 

communication, all the senses--the eye, the ear and the brain--have to act together in 

supporting and competing roles, and these roles all have temporal characteristics. On the 

other hand, the detached and portable nature of print and the visual communication it 

entails, contributes to a civilization whose bias is rather towards space. The written word, 

the book as an object and its physical transportation are all oriented towards space, whereas 

speech is a time-dependent act that comes into existence and passes away with the passage of 

time.  

Throughout his analysis, Innis emphasized issues that would ignite a discipline and 

outlined some of the key debates. His work has provided important insights for new 

generations, spearheaded by one of his colleagues, Marshall McLuhan, to whom the 

discipline of media studies arguably owes its fully-fledged existence. McLuhan is perhaps the 

most widely known and daring of this earliest generation of scholars who perceived that the 

relationship between media and society is critical enough to merit its own discipline in 

academia. A professor of English literature from the University of Toronto, McLuhan 

began his study of the interaction between media and culture with The Mechanical Bride 

(1951) in which he analyzed several advertising campaigns and their possible implications 

for the society. His following work, The Gutenberg Galaxy (1962) was far more influential 

despite the fact that McLuhan himself considered it as “a footnote to Harold Innis”, and 

that he wrote it simply because someone had to. 

McLuhan’s primary objective in The Gutenberg Galaxy is to dissect the impact of the 

development and proliferation of the printing press on the western civilization. In his very 

detailed analysis covering fields of literature, social organization and thought, McLuhan 

provides ample evidence of the crucial importance of the printing press for the emergence of 
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western civilization. McLuhan attributes the rise of nationalism, scientific research and 

automation of production, which in turn partly led to the industrial revolution, to the 

proliferation of the printing press. According to McLuhan, the reason that the printing 

press was able to catalyze such sweeping changes throughout society was because of a shift it 

created in the ratios and priorities of sensory perception of among the literate portions of 

the society. The Gutenberg Galaxy also included some of McLuhan’s most famous insights 

into the future, the most widely known of which is perhaps his prediction that the post-

literate society of the future will form a Global Village. While McLuhan’s preponderance 

for hyperbole limits the useful application of his work for a critical approach, it is still 

noteworthy that the Gutenberg Galaxy predates works like Eisenstein’s by two decades and 

can be credited as being instrumental in initiating research interest in the significance of 

print. 

McLuhan’s following work, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man published 

in 1964, was far more ambitious in its scope and aimed to investigate the interaction 

between culture and a wide variety of tools, from communication media to credit cards and 

electric lights. This work, and its catchy main argument, is responsible for casting McLuhan 

as the-medium-is-the-message-man, a legacy that lives on today. 

After echoing Innis in stating that “every culture and every language has its favorite 

model of perception and knowledge that it is inclined to prescribe for everybody and 

everything”, McLuhan argues that the mark of the time he writes in is an aversion to 

imposed patterns, and an ambition to “declare our beings totally” (6). McLuhan suggests 

that, in order to understand the effects of various media of communication, psychological 

and social consequences should be given the priority. 

 The rationale for this is McLuhan’s famous, and much abused, statement that the 

medium is the message. What is meant by this statement is not always entirely understood, 

and indeed McLuhan himself often complained that no one had fully grasped what he 

meant. McLuhan’s primary concern was to distinguish the content of a medium from the 

medium itself. In arguing that the media of communication shape and control to a great 

extent the way humans perceive the world, McLuhan was concerned with the media itself as 

a mode, or a perspective. The actual content, whatever end to which one chooses to apply 
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that medium, is of no importance to McLuhan, a point he demonstrates by arguing that the 

electric light is a pure medium and “whether the light is being used for brain surgery or night 

baseball is a matter of indifference” (8). Furthermore, focusing the analysis on content can 

be dangerous since the content can blind the viewer to the true nature and effects of the 

medium itself. As an example to this disconnect between medium and content, McLuhan 

argues that what historians generally consider to be the emergence of rationality during the 

Enlightenment was actually consequences of the proliferation of the printing press taking 

hold over the mind set of Europe. 

In an attempt to better understand the differences brought about by literacy and 

possible future developments, McLuhan introduced a division between hot and cool media. 

A cool medium provides little information and leaves gaps to be filled by the receiver, and is 

therefore inclusive and participatory. Cool media favor a tribal social structure wherein tribe 

members actively participate in the production of information and meaning. Hot media on 

the other hand, provides much more information and do not require the same amount of 

participation from users. Hot media are mechanical, repetitive and in that sense they are 

easier to grasp. In effect, hot media work against tribal structures. According to McLuhan, 

electric media also render geographic locations less important, since they allow instant 

action and reaction by moving with the speed of light. As such, electric media entail such a 

speeding up that the process of fragmentation achieved by previous modes of 

communication is reversed and the society enters a phase of retribalization and 

decentralization. 

 As the title of his work implies, underlying this analysis is McLuhan’s argument that 

every tool and every gadget ever invented can be taken as an amplification device for one of 

our bodily parts. Technologies of communication are no exception and following this 

understanding, the “content” of any medium is always another medium, each successive one 

extending the one that came before it. Writing was an extension of speech and the primary 

function of the printing press was to amplify and extend writing to a wider scope and to 

increase availability. Print was later amplified by the telegraph in a similar fashion. Among 

all the other prosthetic enhancements like cars that extend our feet, and glasses that extend 

our capacity to see, McLuhan reserves a special place for the latest developed electric media. 
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He argues that electric media extend our very nervous system and tap directly into our 

consciousness, realigning our sense ratios and perceptions. As a result, connecting with the 

network of electric media implies a transcendence of our local, physical beings, with the 

effect that, “in the electric age, we wear all mankind as our skin” (52).  

Despite his cryptic writing style and the half century that has passed since he 

published his main body of work, McLuhan’s impact on the analysis of media is immense. 

Media studies become a burgeoning field following his widely publicized work and some of 

his writing is still inspirational for his daring attitude if not for his specific ideas. 

 

2.6  Encyclopedia Galactica vs. The Guide 

In tandem with Bush’s essay, the digital computer revolution was starting to emerge in 

research laboratories across the United States. While these advances would eventually define 

the future of encyclopedias, it would take two decades for computers to become feasible for 

mass adoption. During the mid-20th century, therefore, imagining a future digital 

encyclopedia was still in the domain of the most speculative of science-fiction authors. 

Isaac Asimov, one of the 20th century’s great science fiction authors, coined the term 

Encyclopedia Galactica as the repository of all knowledge of the known universe. In Asimov’s 

Foundation, first published in 1951, his encyclopedists retreat to the remotest corner of the 

Milky Way, seemingly to compile the ultimate encyclopedia. The real purpose of Asimov’s 

Encyclopedists (or the Foundation as referred by the title) is to prepare the galaxy for 

approaching chaos and to shorten the “years of barbarism” by preserving critical technical 

know-how. While this effort proves effective only to a limited extent throughout the multi-

volume tale of The Foundation, Asimov’s reverence for the Enlightenment ideal of the 

encyclopedia is apparent. His encyclopedists are a group of experts and scientists, 

untouchable by any government authority while their barren planet is strictly off-limits to 

visitors from outside. 

The Foundation is consistent with the generally mechanistic and scientific approach 

found in most of Asimov’s works and his imaginary encyclopedia is probably most 

noteworthy for the reactions it inspired from later generation of sci-fi authors. Yet, while 
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many Sci-fi authors have tried to imagine ways that new technologies might affect the 

workflow of compilers, few have gone as far as Stanislaw Lem in representing a completely 

novel means of producing an encyclopedia. In his 1984 fictional preface to Vestrand’s 

Extelopedia in 44 Magnetomes, Lem provides the advertising material for an encyclopedia 

written solely on the predictions of the future produced by very powerful computers. The 

editors of the Extelopedia argue that since all encyclopedias are out of date by the time they 

are printed, the only way to keep up is to prepare an encyclopedia not based on current facts 

but on predicted future events. Lem’s imaginary preface and sales pitch is an ingenious satire 

of the constant struggle involved in preparing an encyclopedia, offering an ultimate solution 

for the frustration embedded in preparing a modern encyclopedia that has plagued the 

encyclopedists since 18th century. In addition to offering a possible way out of this constant 

struggle, Lem’s Extelopedia also offers an interesting perspective on the role of computers in 

the compilation process. Although his fictional preface gives no indication that he considers 

such an enterprise to be desirable, Lem is unique in placing computers in charge of the 

actual writing of the encyclopedia, rather than casting them as enablers of better 

organization and writing, as evidenced in most other sci-fi narratives on this topic. 

Both Asimov’s and Lem’s imaginations have offered a bold future for encyclopedia 

compilers. But, while these works have been a source of inspiration for many, their authors 

fail to demonstrate an achievable goal for encyclopedists and computer engineers after 

which to strive. Arguably the most widely known and influential science-fiction author who 

hypothesized on forms of encyclopedias was Douglas Adams, chiefly because he succeeded 

in striking a balance between an idea that is both futuristic yet realizable. Adams’s The 

Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy started its life as a BBC radio show in 1978 and was 

published as a novel in 1979. Alluding to Asimov, Adams introduces the Hitchhiker’s guide 

as follows:  

In many of the more relaxed civilizations on the Outer Eastern Rim of the Galaxy, 
the Hitchhiker’s Guide has already supplanted the great Encyclopedia Galactica as 
the standard repository of all knowledge and wisdom, for though it has many 
omissions and contains much that is apocryphal, or at least wildly inaccurate, it 
scores over the older, more pedestrian work in two important respects. 
First, it is slightly cheaper; and secondly it has the words DON’T PANIC inscribed 
in large friendly letters on its cover. (Adams, 79, 2) 
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The Guide consists of pages loaded on an electronic screen, accessed via search 

commands. If desired, the electronic device can read the entries aloud as well. Its random 

access and flat hierarchy allows extensive linking among articles and, by following these 

links, users can carve out their own reading path. Also, the electronic guide features a 

permanent connection to a data network that automatically keeps all its content up to date.  

The amount of similarities between Adams’s imaginary all-encompassing guidebook 

and most people’s perception and daily use of Wikipedia has not gone unnoticed (Boutin, 

2005). These similarities however do not end with the usage of and access to the guide. 

Adams’s description of the Guide’s editorial policy brings to mind an understanding of 

human motivations cherished and cultivated by founders of Wikipedia and other online 

collaborative projects, namely the belief that people would be willing to contribute to 

building things without monetary compensation if they believe in the project. In Life, the 

Universe and Everything (1982), Adams writes, “…the Guide will employ anybody who 

wants to walk straight in off the street and get ripped off…” (117). Adams later explains that, 

since the editorial staff is accustomed to taking enormous lunch breaks, “most of the actual 

work got done by any passing stranger who happened to wander into the empty offices of an 

afternoon and saw something worth doing” (118). While Adams deliberately formulated his 

Guide to be a parody of such works as Asimov’s solemn Encyclopedia Galactica, it is 

noteworthy that the Guide is among the first examples of an encyclopedic work that 

delegates the implicit trust in an encyclopedia not on the expertise of its authors but on the 

process resulting from the, seemingly random, actions of people with unqualified expertise 

that are mainly driven by curiosity. 

Since the articles are written by researchers in the field and uploaded to individual 

copies automatically, and the editorial work is done by walk-ins who just find the work 

interesting, the guide faces many challenges where reliability and accuracy are concerned. 

On this matter, the official policy of the guide is, when the guide is inaccurate, it must be at 

least definitively inaccurate and the reality is often inconsistent (Adams, 1980, 30). Such a 

remark can be interpreted as a parody of the all-important role Asimov cast for his 

encyclopedists, who are charged with directing the future of humanity through their 
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omniscience, however, throughout his life, Adams was an avid follower of technology and 

was considered an astute observer of its cultural impact, so his remark can also be 

interpreted as another highlighting of the random and serendipitous nature of the 

knowledge creation process implied by the Guide. Perhaps the most clear illustration of his 

influence is the fact that, he is commonly acknowledged as an inspiration for Wikipedia by 

Wikipedians. While Adams is mainly considered to be a humor writer, his somewhat 

lighthearted approach towards creating and sustaining a (reasonably) reliable encyclopedia 

manifest itself in the contemporary Wikipedia community in surprising ways, as I will 

discuss while analyzing the motivations and internal dynamics of the contributors in the 

next chapter. 

Moreover, it is not surprising that Asimov would not specify the role of technology 

in his work written in the 1950’s whereas Adams and Lem can be much more specific and 

elaborate in their descriptions written in the 1980’s. In the intervening three decades, 

computers had evolved from experimental machines that occupied whole buildings and 

took days to program for a single operation, into relatively accessible pieces of hardware that 

most enthusiasts could afford to own and tinker with as they pleased. While the personal 

computer revolution that would transform many aspects of culture still lay ahead, the trend 

was clearly apparent.  

In the period after the latter half of 1980, a number of very influential science fiction 

works were published. However, with the increasing ubiquity of personal computers and 

Internet access, the focus of most authors has increasingly turned towards the future of these 

tools, resulting in works that surpass the objective of this study with their scope. One 

notable example of the further development of science fiction in the age of personal 

computers and the Internet is William Gibson’s Neuromancer (1984). Gibson envisioned a 

future world of immersive virtual reality and the fusion of human and computer elements 

and discussed the implications of such developments on conceptions of self and awareness. 

Neuromancer inspired other works that explore similar issues in the following decades, 

culminating in a sub-genre called cyberpunk. 11 Among the most highly regarded works 

                                                
11 For an in-depth discussion of Neuromancer and Cyberpunk movement in general, see Science Fiction by 
Adam Roberts, Routledge: London, 2006, 125-133. 
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belonging to this sub-genre was Neal Stephenson’s Snow Crash (1992), which also 

ruminates on the implications of a convergence between the human mind and computer 

networks. Stephenson, in a later interview, described the cyberpunk movement as science-

fiction authors’ attempt to catch-up with the rapidly advancing personal computer 

revolution (Stephenson, 2004). 

While sci-fi remains as fertile a ground as ever for speculating on the future of social 

and technological evolution, any work that succeeds the above mentioned authors would 

postdate the launch of Wikipedia and therefore fall outside the scope of this study. 

However, during the brief period where the ever future looking gazes of sciences fiction 

authors coincided with a period of transformation for encyclopedias, the insights provided 

by these speculative authors was invaluable. 

In this section, I have reviewed the ideas of some of the prominent science fiction 

authors who have speculated on the future of encyclopedias during the course of the 20th 

century. While they are not directly responsible for the creation of the tools that enabled the 

formation of Wikipedia, the authors like Asimov and Adams discussed above can be 

credited for questioning the established norms regarding encyclopedias in a manner that is 

very accessible to the general public and therefore they can be credited as instrumental in 

raising awareness that encyclopedias can be different. 

 

2.7  Building the Third Revolution 

To this point in this chapter I have outlined the intellectual history of searching for a better 

encyclopedia throughout the 20th century. The combined influence of the authors whom I 

have discussed in shaping the expectations and goals of Wikipedia creators and editors has 

been considerable, however the realization of these ideas to any degree was always 

dependent on the advancements in technology, specifically in electronic computers. The 

following section of this chapter will cover some of the underlying ideals that motivated the 

creators of the personal computer and the Internet as these relate to building an 

encyclopedia. Far from presenting an exhaustive history of networked personal computing, 
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the aim of this section is to trace the development and highlight some of the inherent 

properties of these technologies that were later harnessed by the Wikipedia community. 

The revolutionary change in creating, organizing and accessing knowledge triggered 

by the proliferation of the printing press across Europe was addressed in the previous 

chapter. However, the limitations of print itself began to become apparent long before it 

was outlined in the work of the 20th century authors discussed above. It is worthy of note 

that one of the earliest attempts to surpass limitations of print can be attributed to Leibniz, 

previously mentioned as the last of the living encyclopedias.  

An archetypical polymath, Leibniz was responsible for the ducal library in Hanover 

while working on his prolific body of work that encompassed mathematics, physics and 

philosophy. Although his invention of one of the earliest known cataloguing systems for 

books would have made him relevant for the present thesis, his work in mathematics is 

much more important and has far reaching consequences. Given his wide-ranging interests, 

Leibniz was acutely aware of the inefficiency of spending time working out arithmetic 

calculations that were necessary for his work yet, which did not constitute its central point. 

Leibniz hoped to relegate the tedious task of routine calculations to a mechanical apparatus 

he designed that operated on cogs and wheels (Dyson, 32). While designing a machine to 

perform routine calculations was very forward thinking in its own right, Leibniz was not 

unaware of the further potential that such a machine could unlock. Along with his 

calculation machine, Leibniz also worked out the binary logic that underlies all digital 

computers today and which led to the realization that any problem that can be formulated 

through such a notation can be put through the computer. There is no doubt that Leibniz 

was envisioning a future computer that can create, organize and access knowledge, given the 

necessary parameters.12   

Leibniz’s ideas relating to computing machines and the binary logic that power them 

lay mostly dormant for more than a century until they were revived by the British engineer 

                                                
12 The details and the accompanying mathematical foundations of binary logic and its evolution throughout 
the centuries following Leibniz falls outside the scope of this study. George Dyson’s Darwin Among the 
Machines (1998) provides an in-depth look at the origins of digital computers and their fascinating 
evolution. 
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Charles Babbage for similar purposes. Like Leibniz, Babbage was motivated primarily by a 

desire to remove human error from routine calculations while saving time. His Difference 

Engine and Analytical Engine were mechanical prototypes of programmable computers of 

20th century and Dyson argues that Babbage may be considered as the link that connects 

Leibniz’s vision to the microprocessor driven computers of today (38). Like the computing 

machines of Leibniz, Babbage’s difference engine of Babbage was prohibitively expensive 

and impractical given the contemporary technology, nevertheless, as Dyson states, Babbage’s 

unrealized dream is the closest anyone got to creating the computer before electronic 

circuits rendered them viable. 

According to Dyson, Babbage’s pursuit of a precise and rapid computing machine 

was driven by his belief that computers would greatly enhance the process of creating and 

analyzing knowledge. Acquiring more complete knowledge, and faster, for Babbage meant a 

better understanding of God and his creations (Dyson, 42). The striking similarity of 

motivation between the 19th century Victorian engineer and medieval compilers of great 

encyclopedias may be considered a testament to the enduring quality of the encyclopedic 

urge. 

While ideas that were put forward by Leibniz and Babbage pointed in the right 

direction, the true emergence of a programmable electronic computer coincides with the 

Second World War. Both Leibniz and Babbage dreamed of a machine that would take over 

the mundane and error-prone task of routine calculations, which constitute a significant 

part of any mathematical analysis or information processing effort. A similar routine 

calculation is also an integral part of cryptography, which is why the British government set 

up a facility at Bletchley Park, in the middle of Cambridge and Oxford, and staffed it with 

some of the most brilliant mathematicians and chess players of the era in order to break 

German codes, among which was the famous Enigma cipher. Leading this effort was 

mathematical prodigy Alan Turing, who was instrumental in the construction of Turing 

Bombes and the Colossus, the first programmable electronic computer in 1943. After the 

war, Turing published a paper titled “Computer Machinery and Intelligence” (1950) 

wherein he sketched out some of the fundamental ideas of computer science, such as the 

relationship between computers and language, and the features of a truly artificial 
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intelligence. Computers, especially in their networked form, operated with graphical user 

interfaces, did not become significantly important for encyclopedia makers until the end of 

the 20th century. Nevertheless, the ideas laid out by pioneers like Turing were instrumental 

in determining the direction of the encyclopedia’s future evolution and laid the groundwork 

for the developments in computer science and engineering. 

 

2.8  Hypertext 

The development of computers continued rapidly after WWII, mostly in research 

laboratories in the United States. Under the direction of pioneers such as John von 

Neumann, the capabilities and speed of computers have grown exponentially. The idea of 

linking the existing research computers across the United States to form a rudimentary 

network was developed at a very early stage of the process, which later evolved into the 

Internet, which now covers most of the globe and connects billions of devices.  

While the mechanical underpinnings of today’s computers and the Internet were 

taking shape, Theodor Nelson was questioning their future impact on the way information 

is categorized and perceived. In his 1965 essay “A File System for the Complex, the 

Changing, and the Indeterminate”, Nelson outlined the kind of structure he envisioned that 

computers might enable. In a similar vein, along with Bush, Nelson speculated on “the kinds 

of file structure required if we are to use the computer for personal files and as an adjunct to 

creativity” (134). Nelson is aware of the wide ranging potential of computers and he 

therefore proposes a “simple and generalized building-block structure, user oriented and 

wholly general-purpose” (ibid). Like Bush, who argued that computers would be better 

suited to organize information in ways similar to the human brain, Nelson claims that a 

computer can adapt its storage of knowledge to the particular needs of each user, enabling 

much greater usability. Nelson refers such a cluster of information that is interlinked and 

navigable by individual preference as hypertext. Nelson’s ideas proved to be seminal for the 

modern Internet, which is built around the idea of hyperlinks and a dense and 

comprehensive linking policy is, in fact, one of Wikipedia’s core strengths today. 
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Many of the ideas proposed by Bush and Nelson became real-life possibilities in the 

1980’s when personal computers, with graphic user interfaces, became available at accessible 

prices to a much wider public. While the personal computer made desktop publishing 

possible, it also introduced the tools to finally transcend print and ushered in the 

widespread adoption of hypertext.13  However, the interest in the non-linear, interlinked 

nature of hypertext has been strong in various branches of academia since the 1980’s and 

numerous influential scholars explored the possibilities of hypertext literature in various 

forms.14 

Given the technical advances and the increasingly widespread adoption of 

networked and multimedia capable computers, various publishers created digital versions of 

their encyclopedias. First published on optical storage media such as CD and DVD, and 

later presented as websites, the major differences between these incarnations of traditional 

encyclopedias and their print forms were the inclusion of richer multimedia content such as 

photos, videos and animation, as well as a search function that helped users to access 

individual articles. With the inclusion of personal bookmarks and note taking within the 

software, it could be argued that these digital versions of traditional encyclopedias took steps 

toward achieving Bush’s idealized Memex, but their proprietary architecture prevented 

them from becoming a universal and personal knowledge repository. 

Despite the constant advances made in the sphere of personal computers, isolated 

machines used by individuals remained limited in their impact on broader social issues. The 

proliferation of the Internet as a useable tool for ordinary PC owners marked a watershed 

moment in a revolution that was comparable in magnitude to the invention of the printing 

press centuries earlier. As previously noted, the idea of networking computers to exchange 

information is as old as the first computers that were developed in the 1950’s. In the 

intervening years however, computers became much more familiar to a greater number of 

individuals who used them for far more diverse tasks than military applications such as 
                                                
13 Desktop Publishing refers to the introduction of graphic user interfaces (Windows, menus and buttons 
instead of the previously prevalent command-line and the mouse as a pointing device) with what-you-see-is-
what-you-get text editing software. Combined, computers allowed text creators and editors to compose 
documents with all the flexibility afforded by computers while keeping track, in real-time, of how their 
documents would look in print. 
14 See; Aarseth, 1994. Bolter, 2001. Coover, 1992. Gunkel, 2004. Joyce, 1988, 2002. Maulthrop, 1991. 
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nuclear weapons research or national intelligence. Tim Berners-Lee, a researcher at CERN, 

Switzerland, adopted Bush and Nelson’s ideas for hypertext in a multi computer network, 

and then made the technology freely available. It could be argued that the decision to make 

the web decentralized and freely adaptable is as important and central to its success as the 

underlying technology. Thanks to Berners-Lee, no government or organization can claim 

ownership or overarching control of the World Wide Web, and the open and adaptable 

structure of the network itself would allow it to simply route around any attempt to control 

it. Although partly based on technical considerations, such design decisions ingrained a 

specific mindset in many web-based initiatives, among which Wikipedia is a prime example. 

Principles such as openness, combined with the continuous decline of hardware costs led to 

an exponential growth rate of users. Indeed, while in 1995 there were 15 million users 

around the world, in ten years this number has jumped to more than one billion and, as of 

June 2010, it stands close to two billion. This rapid adoption brings to mind the 

proliferation of the printing press across Europe, covered earlier. While other forms of 

media that emerged during the 20th century, chiefly radio and TV, achieved similarly rapid 

mass adoption, the unique affordances of the Internet as a creative medium as opposed to a 

broadcast apparatus renders it a closer descendent of the so-called Gutenberg revolution 

than any other.  

So far, I have detailed the emergence and mass adoption of the networked personal 

computer. Starting as a speculative idea of futurists in the 1950’s, computers slowly emerged 

throughout research labs and continued to gain abilities for the rest of the century both by 

advances in hardware and most importantly, by being networked together. The potential of 

computers to transcend the boundaries set by physical media, from papyrus scrolls to mass 

produced volumes, was initially apparent. However, a wider social adoption of these 

technologies and their underpinning ideals was required for the emergence of actual 

projects, like Wikipedia, that challenge the established norms of print. While the 

development and adoption of the hardware was crucial in achieving this goal, an equally 

important component was the emergence of new methods of collaboration and related 

authorship practices that harness the possibilities of computers and the Internet. The next 

section of my analysis will trace the development of the open source software movement, 
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whose underpinning ideals and subsequent practices shaped collaborative knowledge 

production and authorship online, and therefore constitutes an integral component of 

understanding Wikipedia. 

 

2.9  Open-Source and Collaborative Production 

Although computer hardware became abundant and, with increasing competition, relatively 

low-cost, the operating systems and other software that ran on a majority of computers 

worldwide were developed and licensed by a relatively small number of companies. The 

open-source software movement that emerged as a reaction to closed software platforms 

became one of the most important business and social phenomena of the last decades and 

spearheaded an ideal of collaborative production on a previously unseen scale, thanks to the 

unique affordances of the Internet. This collaborative culture became one of the founding 

principles of Wikipedia, which in turn introduced the potential of collaborative production 

to a much larger audience. 

The roots of the free and open-source software movements can be traced to the early 

1980’s and to Richard Stallman, a legendary programmer, at MIT. For Stallman, the 

practice of freely sharing work for the advancement of the community was an inherent 

aspect of software development, derived from the very nature of the code. Upon realizing 

that the commodification of software by corporations entailed arbitrary restrictions on code 

and therefore fragmented the efforts of programmers, he prepared The GNU Manifesto, 

outlining an alternative route. The central idea behind Stallman’s Manifesto is that software 

should be free, not in a monetary sense, but rather in the ways in which people can interact 

with the software code in question. According to Stallman, users should have the freedom to 

use code in any way they desire, to be able to modify it and redistribute in a modified version 

without hindrance (Stallman, 1985). In order to propagate software written according to 

these principles, Stallman released his code on a license that allowed anyone to copy and, 

more importantly, to modify it. The only caveat for interested programmers is that they 

would have to release their modified version under the same conditions. This radical new 

licensing scheme came to be called the GNU General Public License (GPL). 



 

 84 

While not embracing the entirety of Stallman’s, increasingly radical, ideals regarding 

free software and its political and social implications, a large community of developers 

embraced the basic principle of sharing their work and started to form thriving 

communities of open-source software development. The most famous, and possibly daring, 

of these projects is widely known as Linux, a completely free and open-sourced operating 

system written from the ground up collaboratively by volunteers. What started as a hobby 

for devoted programmers around the world transformed into an economic phenomenon 

with implications for diverse industries and types of businesses and organizations. In 

addition to being one of the first online collaborative efforts on a very large scale, Linux, and 

other open-source projects, are also significant as they demonstrated that online 

collaboration on an open platform could be successful, both socially and financially, and 

served as public advocates for their model of creation. Because of their success, a project like 

Wikipedia, while not affiliated in any way, appeared more plausible. 

However, the open-source software movement was not the only undertaking that 

harnessed the collaborative potential of the Internet. In fact, one of the earliest projects ever 

to be implemented over the newly established rudimentary computer networks was Project 

Gutenberg, which aims to provide free and easy access to all public domain books.15 Founded 

in 1971 by Michael Hart who was looking for something useful to do with the computer 

time generously granted him at the University of Illinois, Project Gutenberg has grown over 

decades to encompass a library of 33,000 eBooks, available completely free and without 

restrictions (Hart, 1992).  

The first text to be entered into the repository was the “Declaration of 

Independence”, chosen for its briefness and manually typed by Hart himself. In the 

following years Hart continued entering texts into the repository with occasional help from 

a small number of volunteers. Starting with texts like the “Constitution of the United 

States”, Hart then moved on to other works of literature that are in the public domain. 

According to Marie Lebert’s 2008 article on the history of the project, Hart himself was 

responsible for typing in almost all of the texts during the first twenty years of the project’s 

existence.  
                                                
15 www.gutenberg.org 



 

 85 

Project Gutenberg had a collection of 10 books by 1989, however the mass adoption 

of personal computers and the World Wide Web throughout the 1990s would completely 

change the pace of growth and accessibility of the repository. One could argue that the 

project found its natural home online where electronic books can be created and circulated 

with immense speed and Hart’s solitary hobby started to garner volunteers. According to 

Lebert, while only one book per month was added to the repository in 1991, by 1996 the 

number rose to 32 books per month. By the end of the year 2000, Project Gutenberg had 

amassed a library of 3000 books and by the end of 2001, up to 104 new books per month 

was being added (Lebert). Therefore given the age of Project Gutenberg, it is possible to track 

the proliferation of the Internet just by observing its growth rate.  

While the public Internet made Project Gutenberg widely available, abandoning 

manual text entry in favor of scanners and Optical Character Recognition (OCR) software 

meant creating new eBooks can be undertaken much more rapidly. OCR works by scanning 

a printed page and determining the content by software algorithms and, although 

considerably faster than typing, it introduces a unique set of problems due to the non-

uniform nature of fonts and degraded book pages. With the introduction of OCR, the task 

of the contributors shifted to copy-editing rather than typing individual pages. However, 

since most volunteers would be willing to work on only portions of any given text at a time, 

synchronizing their efforts became the main challenge of the project. 

A very effective solution to the problem of coordinating volunteers working on a 

single project came from Charles Franks in October 2000 in the shape of Distributed 

Proofreaders, a website that allows volunteers to proofread one page at a time, thereby 

greatly facilitating many people to work on a single book simultaneously. The website asks 

volunteers to compare a scanned image with the text created by the OCR software and 

make the necessary corrections after which each text goes through a second proofreading by 

a more experienced editor. Books assembled this way are then compiled, formatted and 

indexed before being presented in the Project Gutenberg database. For users, the online 

book repository offers a single and easy to use text, however, thanks to the collaborative 

nature of the project, preparation of a single work ceases to become a daunting task for an 

individual. 
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Project Gutenberg, and Distributed Proofreaders, represents some of the core 

attributes of online collaborative projects. Creator Michael Hart and his early collaborators 

were driven only by their desire to contribute to the nascent online culture and they 

willingly donated their free time, typing and correcting texts without financial motives. 

While Project Gutenberg is not unique, or first, in harnessing voluntary participation of 

time and attention by dedicated volunteers, its nature as a purely textual enterprise and the 

editorial function it requires from its volunteers makes it a significant precursor to 

Wikipedia. Given two distinctly different projects like Linux and Project Gutenberg, a 

closer look at the characteristics of specific projects that are optimally suited to harnessing 

these kinds of social behaviors would be instrumental in understanding Wikipedia.  

In his comprehensive analysis of networked production and distribution Yochai 

Benkler identifies two of these characteristics as modularity and granularity (100). 

Modularity refers to “the extent to which it [a project] can be broken down into smaller 

components, or modules, that can be independently produced before they are assembled 

into a whole” while granularity refers to “the size of the modules, in terms of the time and 

effort that an individual must invest in producing them” (ibid). Open-source software 

movement and Project Gutenberg are some of the best examples of the potential when these 

elements come together and provide a template with which to analyze Wikipedia. Benkler’s 

analysis provides a simple, yet versatile framework to evaluate online collaboration efforts. 

In the case of Project Gutenberg, checking for errors on pages of a book produced by an 

OCR software can be done even on a word by word scale, providing excellent modularity. 

Meanwhile, by expecting only one page at a time from a single contributor both sets a 

reasonable expectation and sets a meaningful goal to achieve, motivating the volunteers. A 

similar pattern can be observed with open source software development, where the coding 

effort can be compartmentalized and assigned to individuals or groups. Wikipedia benefits 

from similar properties by offering to build an encyclopedia through an iterative process 

that allows experimentation and the ability to revert changes. Overall, Benkler’s analysis 

proves apt and insightful in understanding under which conditions a collaborative online 

project can flourish.  
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Collaborative production has been the topic of many studies in the recent years, 

both academic and otherwise. Given the incredible power it demonstrates and the wide 

scope of its applications, only some of the discussion surrounding it is relevant for this study. 

However, its profound implications concerning authorship and authority are central for this 

thesis. Before moving on to the analysis of Wikipedia, I will discuss some of the important 

theoretical works that aim to historicize these developments from the viewpoint of media 

studies. 

 

2.10  Transcending Print 

Given the speed of its growth and the central position it increasingly came to occupy, much 

has been written that has aimed at explaining the impact of the Internet on societies. While 

a comprehensive review of this literature would fall outside the scope of this study, unique 

affordances of the Internet define key characteristics of Wikipedia. Therefore, highlighting 

some of the continuities and novelties of this new medium is essential to understanding the 

transformation of the encyclopedic urge to an open, online community. The six key areas 

identified by Eisenstein as being fundamentally affected by the proliferation of the printing 

press prove to be very helpful in providing a contrast.  

Eisenstein argued that print greatly multiplied the output of texts while 

standardizing individual copies with respect to language, layout and fidelity to the author’s 

intentions. These changes allowed faster and better communication among peers, both by 

forming of a common frame of reference, and by allowing more frequent and participatory 

discussions. Greater dissemination also made it possible for books to become ubiquitous 

objects rather than closely guarded relics. Likewise, with increased access, a heightened sense 

of ownership over texts and more intense communication among peers, the citation of 

proper resources in texts became standard practice. Eisenstein went on to argue that the 

cumulative effects of these changes were instrumental in the emergence of the Renaissance 

and the Scientific Revolution in Europe in the following centuries. Regarding the specific 

aspects highlighted by Eisenstein, it is reasonable to argue that the affordances of the 

Internet represents a similar effect regarding print, as print represented to handwritten 
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scrolls. However, as various media theorists argued, and as Eisenstein demonstrated 

concerning print, a mere amplification, or speeding up of process usually signifies a much 

fundamental shift in the social implications of media. 

One of the first to investigate such effects of media, Harold Innis, in his study of 

empires and communication, built his analysis on the observation that a dramatic increase 

in the inherent speed of a dominant form of communication is not a trivial change.  By 

increasing the potential speed of text-based communication to simultaneity, for example, 

the number of participants in a dialogue increases, theoretically, to infinity while rendering 

communication infinitely copiable with no marginal costs. Given these observations, the 

Internet arguably represents as fundamental a revolution as the printing press. That said 

however, it should be noted that these effects of the proliferation of the Internet are in no 

way limited to text-based communication and encompass all spheres of media. 

In their 2000 volume titled Remediation, Bolter and Grusin offer a theoretical 

framework to understanding these changes in a wide spectrum of media with the concepts 

of hypermediation and remediation. Bolter and Grusin define hypermediacy as an attempt to 

reproduce the rich sensory experience of human perception by utilizing multiple instances 

mediation at the same time (34). The authors add that, most media aim to provide an 

immediate connection between the user and the object by striving to disappear, arguably the 

most notable example of which can be found in Renaissance paintings with linear 

perspectives. The artists strove to replicate what the eye would see by their advanced 

knowledge of perspective and geometry and therefore aimed to render the material nature of 

the painting invisible. In contrast, a hypermediated communication aims to achieve 

immediacy by making the user specifically aware of this mediated process (ibid.). Although 

instances of hypermediacy can be found throughout history, in medieval paintings for 

instance, the authors argue that the form reached its current zenith with the personal 

computer and the World Wide Web. A traditional graphical user interface (gui) found in 

almost all modern computers aims to render the computer more familiar and useable by 

providing users with familiar concepts like a desktop, folders, menus and icons.16 While such 

                                                
16 The first personal computer to introduce a graphical user interface, and mouse, was the Apple Macintosh 
and it was introduced in 1984 with the advertising slogan “The computer for the rest of us”. 
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a visual representation is much more easy to grasp as opposed to the previously dominant 

method of typing every single command by hand into a command line, the diverse and 

heterogeneous nature of the interface serves as a constant reminder of the interface itself, no 

matter how intuitive, and by definition of the authors qualify as hypermediate. 

While the capacity of the Internet to combine all media and remediate them, to use 

Bolter and Grusin’s terminology, is remarkable, the effects of the proliferation of the 

Internet on the production and organization of knowledge is of much more crucial 

importance when analyzing the transformation from the established 20th century 

encyclopedias to Wikipedia. However, in light of the ideas regarding the future of 

encyclopedias covered in this survey, it is clear that modern and ubiquitous Internet is a 

truly disruptive technology that is capable to transform encyclopedia in every aspect. 
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3.  Introducing Wikipedia 

Not to be too dramatic about it, but, ‘to create and distribute a free 
encyclopedia of the highest possible quality to every single person on the planet 
in their own language,’ that’s who I am. That’s what I am doing. That’s my life 
goal. 
 

Jimmy Wales 
Speaking to The New York Times in 2008 

 

3.1  Introduction 

The previous chapters have followed the encyclopedic ideal from its Platonic origins to the 

end of the 20th century. Under many names and in various organizational schemes, evolving 

societies have produced works that embody differing conceptions of knowledge and 

authority, depending on an ever-changing media landscape. As the conclusion of the 

preceding chapter argued, at the end of the 20th century, the encyclopedic ideal was facing a 

struggle to relevance, which established practices were unable to resolve. While numerous 

prominent thinkers from diverse fields looked into possible ways to reshape encyclopedias 

throughout the 20th century, their propositions were mostly related to organizational 

schemes and they usually did not consider questioning fundamental assumptions regarding 

the nature of knowledge and authority. 

This chapter will introduce Wikipedia, starting with the social and technological 

outlook surrounding its inception, and with a brief overview of the personal goals of its 

founders. Before moving on to the creation and growth of Wikipedia, a review of wiki 

software and its underlying principles will be presented. Some of the most current research 

on Wikipedia will be instrumental in presenting a thorough analysis of what has become the 

largest encyclopedia ever compiled and the greatest online collaborative work of any kind. 

Before the in-depth evaluation of the key concepts that consists the core of this study can 

take place, such a thorough and multifaceted understanding of Wikipedia is vital to avoid 

either oversimplification of its workings or being caught in hyperbole about its 

achievements and promise. 
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3.2  Nupedia and Origins 

Similar to the Encyclopédie, Wikipedia emerged as a revolutionary encyclopedia almost by 

accident. While the original intent of the publishers of the Encyclopédie was to translate 

Chambers’s Cyclopaedia to French, founders of Wikipedia started with the aim of building 

an online encyclopedia that would conform to most of the established norms.  

Observing the success of open-source software movement and the Project 

Gutenberg, Internet entrepreneur Jimmy Wales saw the potential to build an encyclopedia 

with similar tools and, more importantly, built on principles of openness and collaboration. 

Born and raised in Huntsville, Alabama, near the Marshall Space Flight Center-nexus of 

activity during the cold-war space race-Wales harbored an early enthusiasm for science, 

technology and encyclopedias (Lih, 18). Both Lih and Wales’s Wikipedia page emphasizes 

the importance of the Encyclopedia Britannica and more importantly the World Book 

Encyclopedia for the young Wales.17 After pursuing college degree in Finance, Wales briefly 

worked in options trading before starting up his own online business in 1996, starting a 

male-oriented online portal called Bomis. With the relative financial ease of owning a 

profitable Internet company, around year 2000, Wales started considering the idea of 

building an online encyclopedia. According to Lih, being a fan of Ayn Rand and objectivism 

accounts for an important portion of Wales’s interest in encyclopedias in general and his 

belief in the possibility of building one collaboratively (32).  

In early 2000, Wales appointed Larry Sanger, a PhD student in Philosophy whom 

Wales knew through objectivist discussion forums, as the editor-in-chief and given him 

freedom to build the guidelines of the new encyclopedia, dubbed Nupedia. At the time, 

Sanger was finalizing his dissertation titled Epistemic Circularity: An Essay on the 

Justification of Standards of Justification and one of his primary areas of focus in shaping 

Nupedia, and later Wikipedia, was maintaining neutrality. Given the financial backing of 

Bomis, Sanger went on to draft his vision of Nupedia and proposed a multi-tiered and 

                                                
17 World Book Encyclopedia is a general encyclopedia set first published in the United States of America in 
1917. Among the distinctive features of the World Book Encyclopedia is its pedagogical focus, emphasizing 
topics that might be of interest to adolescents and highlighting parts of articles in order to assist navigation 
and its inclusion of numerous illustrations and diagrams. 
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tightly controlled review structure. Given his enormous respect and love for the academic 

world, Sanger was also adamant in drafting the best possible writers and editors for each 

topic. Editors, who would be authoritative experts in their fields, would assign topics to 

volunteering writers who are required to hold a PhD in their respective topics. These 

general principles led to a seven-stage process for the preparation of each article: 

1. Assignment 
2. Finding a lead reviewer 
3. Lead review 
4. Open review 
5. Lead copyediting 
6. Open copyediting 
7. Final approval and markup 

The project was announced and went online in March 2000 and the first article to 

clear the reviewing process went online in September (“Atonality”). According to Lih, the 

project was forecasting growth by tens of articles for the year which, given the incredibly 

rigorous review process, is not entirely surprising (40). Designed by Sanger according to his 

personal stance towards the nature of expertise, the review system of Nupedia created too 

many bottlenecks for the creation of content and rendered volunteering for the project very 

unappealing. Even Jimmy Wales, the co-founder and financer of the project, realized this 

when he attempted to write an article on options trading, a topic he had studied in graduate 

school and later worked at professionally. Even though his knowledge on the topic was 

adequate, Wales admits to having been intimidated by the fact that his entry would be sent 

to finance professors for review: “it felt like homework” he explained (Wales qtd. in Schiff). 

During its first year, Nupedia managed to produce more than two dozen articles and, 

by all accounts, the shortcomings of the project were evident. It was clear that a 

fundamental change was necessary in order to realize Wales’s dream of producing a 

comprehensive encyclopedia with open and free production tools. That change would 

transform the ailing Nupedia into the bourgeoning Wikipedia that is still growing today. 
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3.3  The Wiki 

The ideas of openness and sharing that constituted the foundations of the web in the 

beginning have been covered in the previous sections. However, the rapid popularization 

and mass adoption of the Internet during the 90’s also came to imply a web that is almost 

entirely read-only. Publishing a website increasingly became a minority occupation and the 

overwhelming majority of new users coming to the web used their access to browse existing 

pages. While still representing a remarkable potential for disseminating and sharing 

information, a mostly read-only Internet would fall short of the ideals of not only the web 

pioneers like Berners-Lee, but Nelson and Bush as well, who all envisioned the web as an 

empowering creative medium for all users. 

  A possible solution to create easily editable websites came from Ward Cunningham 

in the shape of wikis in 1994. Inspired by Bush’s Memex and Apple’s Hypercard, 

Cunningham’s wiki, meaning “quick” in Hawaiian, allowed each page to be edited within a 

standard web browser with a very simple markup language.18 In addition, all the edits made 

within a single page were individually archived and made available for further browsing, 

therefore allowing instant revisions and reverts. Since any change can be easily reverted and 

any mistake rapidly rectified, wiki software encouraged its users to contribute without fear 

of damaging what was already done. Providing such a radical degree of openness and 

transparency, the WikiWikiWeb started to grow in popularity among programmers, who, 

by the nature of their work and interests, have been on the forefront of most collaborative 

projects this far. In 2001, Larry Sanger was introduced to the wiki idea by, Ben Kovitz and 

instantly found the idea behind it very appealing. The ailing state of Nupedia was leading its 

founders to look for alternatives to improve article creation and speed of development. 

 On January 10 2001 Larry Sanger sent a message to the Nupedia mailing list with 

the title “Let’s make a Wiki”, wherein he detailed the idea and proposed its implementation: 

No, this is not an indecent proposal.  It's an idea to add a little feature to Nupedia.  
Jimmy Wales thinks that many people might find the idea objectionable, but I think 
not. 

                                                
18 Hypercard was an application software created for the Apple Macintosh in 1987 that allowed 
users to create hypertext and hypermedia projects. It is credited as being among the first widespread 
and user-friendly application of hypertext and related concepts. 
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…what it means is a VERY open, VERY publicly-editable series of web pages. For 
example, I can start a page called EpistemicCircularity and write anything I want in 
it.  Anyone else (yes, absolutely anyone else) can come along and make absolutely 
any changes to it that he wants to. (The editing interface is very simple; anyone 
intelligent enough to write or edit a Nupedia article will be able to figure it out 
without any trouble.)  On the page I create, I can link to any other pages, and of 
course anyone can link to mine. The project is billed and pursued as a public 
resource.  There are a few announced suggestions or rules. As to Nupedia's use of a 
wiki, this is the ULTIMATE "open" and simple format for developing content. We 
have occasionally bandied about ideas for simpler, more open projects to either 
replace or supplement Nupedia. It seems to me wikis can be implemented 
practically instantly, need very little maintenance, and in general are very low-risk. 
They're also a potentially great source for content.  So there's little downside, as far 
as I can see. We would not integrate the Nupedia wiki into the rest of Nupedia 
(though wiki pages could link to regular Nupedia pages, there wouldn't be links 
back). It would be a completely separate part of the website. On the front page of 
the Nupedia wiki we'd make it ABSOLUTELY clear that this is experimental, that 
Nupedia editors don't have control of what goes on here, and that the quality of 
articles, discussion, etc., should not be taken as a reflection of the quality of articles, 
review, etc. on the main part of the Nupedia website. (Sanger) 
 
The academic community of Nupedia was lukewarm to the idea of Wiki based 

editing and wanted to keep the experiment separate from the main site. The disdain of the 

Nupedia’s experts towards the idea of mingling with potentially anonymous editors on a 

relatively unmoderated space was telling. During the majority of its ten years in existence, 

Wikipedia bore a stigma from the academic community and the supposed anti-authoritarian 

stance of its editors became a basis of some of the harshest criticisms directed at the project.  

Thanks in part to outreach programs of the Wikimedia foundation, vocal advocacy 

of students and a limited number of academics and mostly due to its enduring and 

overwhelming popularity, the academic community is slowly coming to terms with the open 

and free encyclopedia in recent years. However, despite the highly skeptical stance of the 

existing expert community of Nupedia, the new site is named Wikipedia and went online 15 

January 2001 (“History of Wikipedia”). 

The previous chapter has discussed the impact of various technologies on the 

eventual character and community practices of Wikipedia today. While it is clear that a 

project like Wikipedia owes its existence to the Internet and the ubiquity of personal 

computers, the influence clearly goes much deeper. The open source software movement in 

general and Ward Cunningham in particular all shared certain principles regarding access to 
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knowledge and the terms under which one’s work should be shared. While these proved 

revolutionary in the computer industry and transformed the manner in which many 

companies conducted their core business, an equally fundamental effect can be observed on 

established notions concerning knowledge and authorship. As explained above, the 

implementation of wiki software transformed the nature of the project first attempted by 

Wales and Sanger and necessitated a different organizational and editorial scheme. The 

remaining sections of this chapter will follow the growth of Wikipedia, charting its 

popularization and by drawing upon the most current research and observations as a means 

of presenting a comprehensive picture of the project as it stands after a decade in continuous 

revision. 

 

3.4  Charting the Growth of Wikipedia 

The growth of Wikipedia, unlike that of Nupedia, was immediate and explosive from the 

beginning. While the project has attracted much attention since its inception, a watershed 

moment was being reported on Slashdot.net on July 2001, an immensely popular website 

frequented by the most devoted and knowledgeable technology enthusiasts. The sudden 

influx of knowledgeable and engaged users directed to Wikipedia via Slashdot was a boon to 

the early growth of Wikipedia and contributed to the prevailing culture of the community. 

Following technology news sites, the first mainstream media report on the fledgling project 

was on the New York Times in 20 September 2001 (Meyers). These and other media profiles 

acted as pointers to the site and brought fresh volunteers with possibly new interest groups. 

Numbers provided by the “History of Wikipedia” article illustrates the growth rate 

adequately: “The project passed 1,000 articles around 12 February 2001, and 10,000 articles 

around 7 September. In the first year of its existence, over 20,000 encyclopedia entries were 

created—a rate of over 1,500 articles per month. On 30 August 2002, the article count 

reached 40,000.” 

Shortly after the launch of Wikipedia the so-called dot-com bubble has burst leading 

many Internet companies to bankruptcy and strictly limited the financial levity of Bomis 
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towards Wales’s encyclopedia projects.19 As a result Wales had to let go all of the staff hired 

for Nupedia, including Larry Sanger in December 2001 (“Nupedia”). Sanger stayed on the 

project as a volunteer with the hope that better economic times would see the return of his 

employment. However, the incompatibility of Sanger’s academic and supposedly 

authoritarian attitude with the unique and rapidly evolving features of Wikipedia and its 

community would only lead to increased tension over time, ending with an embittered 

Sanger leaving the project for good in 2002 (Reagle, 41). 

Meanwhile, a remarkable development took place with the launch of the non-

English Wikipedias which began almost immediately after the initial January launch in 

English. Within months, German, Spanish, Japanese, French, Dutch and many other 

languages were online (“History of Wikipedia”). “In January 2002, 90% of all Wikipedia 

articles were in English. By January 2004, less than 50% were English, and this 

internationalization has continued to increase. As of 2007, around 75% of all Wikipedia 

articles are contained within non-English Wikipedia versions (ibid.)”. 

As the project gained momentum and rapidly increased in magnitude, the 

establishment of fundamental guidelines and principles became a pressing issue, as 

evidenced by what is known as the Spanish Fork incident. After the termination of his paid 

position at Wikipedia, Sanger openly speculated about the possibility that Bomis, then the 

owner of the project, might put advertising online with the encyclopedia content in order to 

improve its financial situation, which might result in his reemployment (Sanger qtd. in Lih, 

137). Even in 2002, just one year after the launch of Wikipedia, this mere mention of the 

possibility of advertising created uproar among the editors. While both Wales and Sanger 

immediately assured the editors that no actual plans for such a scheme were in place, a group 

of editors in the Spanish Wikipedia, lead by Edgar Enyedy, announced that they would be 

creating a fork of the Spanish Wikipedia, independent of Bomis and called all editors to join 

                                                
19 Dot-Com Bubble: The sudden, and mostly speculative, increase in the value of stock markets of the 
Western World due to the expanding base of businesses that are related to the Internet is generally referred 
as the dot-com bubble. Most of the businesses were focused on rapid increases in market shares rather than 
actual growth and their founders have spent their earnings on their personal consumption rather than 
investing on the business. The speculative increase came to an abrupt end at the end of 2000 and many such 
businesses perished with the following recession. (http://en.Wikipedia.org/wiki/Dot_com_bubble, Accessed 
20.04.2011) 
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them.20 The resulting Enciclopeedia Libre, hosted by the University of Seville, went online in 

February 2002 and the resulting divide in editors and attention was a considerable setback 

for the Spanish Wikipedia (Lih, 138). While the later growth of Wikipedia as a whole, and 

continuing assurances that the site would never run advertisements eventually unified and 

reinforced the Spanish volunteers, the subject of advertising continues to be an extremely 

sensitive topic among the Wikipedia community. While the terms and conditions of the 

discussion around the means of funding Wikipedia is entirely different than any 

encyclopedia of the last three centuries, the debate still proves that all encyclopedic projects 

has to depend on a sustainable economic model to develop and mature. It is striking that 

forming a profitable corporation around the periodical publication of encyclopedias seems 

to be only one way of serving this need.   

In order to address this and other institutional issues, while taking into account the 

meteoric growth of the project, Jimmy Wales announced the establishment of the non-

profit Wikimedia Foundation in June 2003 (“Wikimedia Foundation”). The foundation 

has the principal aim of overseeing Wikipedia and its sister projects, appointing key staff 

and, since the project is devoted to being an independent charity, and given that the idea of 

advertisement on the site is effectively ruled out, one of the foundation’s aims is also to 

organize yearly fundraising efforts. Jimmy Wales transferred all the rights over Wikipedia to 

the newly established foundation and while he is the chairman emeritus, the board of 

trustees is elected yearly and Wales himself usually focuses his role on public outreach and 

adopts a hands-off approach to most administrative issues (ibid.). The adoption of certain 

managerial policies by Wales, as well as the foundation in general, has a significant impact 

on the continuing growth of Wikipedia and health of its community. 

                                                
20 Forks: A term common to software engineering, “a fork happens when developers take a legal copy 
of source code from one software package and start independent development on it, creating a distinct piece 
of software. Free and open source software is that which, by definition, may be forked from the original 
development team without prior permission [and] without violating any copyright law”. 
(http://en.Wikipedia.org/wiki/Fork_(software_development) Accessed 20.04.2011). The open license 
applied over all Wikipedia content allows such an action. 
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In addition to the Foundation as a much more formal organizing element, the 

Wikipedia community also started formulating its own policies and guidelines very early on. 

Arguably the most central of Wikipedia principles, The Neutral Point of View (NPOV) was 

formulated as early as 2001 and Wikipedia’s own Manual of Style is launched in 2002 

(“History of Wikipedia”). The NPOV principle continues to be at the center of numerous 

discussions around Wikipedia and will be discussed more thoroughly later in this study. 

With these and other organizational features are established, the number of articles 

continues to grow at an accelerating rate and in an increasing number of languages. By 2007, 

Wikipedia.org, which became the homepage for all languages, is ranked as one of the ten 

most frequently visited domains on the Internet with 7.5 million articles in more than 250 

languages (ibid.). The chart below shows the growth pattern for the English language 

encyclopedia alone. 

 
 
Figure 4 Growth of English Wikipedia21 

While the Wikimedia foundation fostered the creation and growth of sister projects 

like Wiktionary, a wiki based dictionary and Wikimedia Commons, a media repository 

consisting of public domain and otherwise freely licensed images, video, sound and other 

educational material, as Wikipedia itself continues to grow. As of 2010 there are more than 

                                                
21 http://en.Wikipedia.org/wiki/File:EnWikipediaArt.PNG (Accessed: 21.04.2010) 
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17 million articles in more than 270 languages, 3.5 million of which are in English. An often 

overlooked fact is, while most detractors of Wikipedia concentrate on the faults and 

shortcomings of the English version, for an overwhelming majority of the 270 languages in 

which Wikipedia is available, for all its faults, it is the only encyclopedia available. 

It is remarkable that within ten years the non-profit, collaborative online project that 

attracted constant criticism, has managed to create an encyclopedia that surpasses, at least in 

scope and reach, every example in the long history covered in the early part of this study. 

Given these basic figures, it is not surprising that Wikipedia has been the subject of 

numerous studies and heated discussions, academic and otherwise, since its inception. The 

following sections will explore Wikipedia through multiple viewpoints, covering the 

established rules and principles of its community, both explicit and implicit, and highlight 

some of the critical issues that surround it as a credible encyclopedia. However, it is vital for 

these in-depth analyses to be grounded in a solid understanding of Wikipedia, therefore the 

next section will provide the fundamental policies and practices of the encyclopedia that 

anyone can edit. 

 

3.5  Notable Stubs and Other Oddities: A Wikipedia Primer 

As the previous sections illustrated, the adoption of wiki software and its inherently open 

nature defines Wikipedia. On the most basic level, every article on Wikipedia is an 

independent page that can be edited by anyone at any time using a relatively simple online 

interface found at the top of the article titled “edit”. In addition, at the top of every article 

page there are links to “discussion” and “view history”. Any visitor to the site can browse the 

complete history of each article and compare its state in different dates and also browse 

some of the issues that have been highlighted by other users in the discussion section. 

These features are inherent properties of wiki software and can be observed in any 

online platform that chose to adopt the technology. Over the last decade the Wikipedia 

community of editors, under the guidance of founder Jimmy Wales and the Wikimedia 

foundation, have gradually formulated the policies and guidelines for the creation of 

content on the open space provided by the software. Through a long process of iteration, 
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the long list of policies is grouped under five pillars and these constitute fundamental 

principles that define Wikipedia in the broadest sense. They are (“Wikipedia: Five Pillars”): 

• Wikipedia is an online encyclopedia 
• Wikipedia has a neutral point of view 
• Wikipedia is free content 
• Wikipedians should interact in a respectful and civil manner 
• Wikipedia does not have firm rules 

The first pillar is given a negative definition with a long list of things Wikipedia is not (a 

dictionary, a soapbox, a repository…) and further leads to the core content policies of the 

encyclopedia (“Wikipedia: What Wikipedia is not”, “Wikipedia: Core content policies”): 

• Neutral Point of View (NPOV) 
• Verifiability 
• No Original Research 

As is evident by the fact that it is featured twice, once as a pillar and once as a core 

content policy, NPOV can be considered as the most central and cherished value of 

Wikipedia. The policy is explained as “representing fairly, proportionately, and as far as 

possible without bias, all significant views that have been published by reliable sources” 

(“Wikipedia: Neutral point of view”). The unpacking of this definition takes approximately 

4000 words on the dedicated policy page, however both the practical implications and the 

philosophical foundations of NPOV policy continues to be a hotly contested topic both 

among academics studying Wikipedia and users making edits on a day to day basis. 

Moreover, the full meaning of NPOV is complemented with the other two core 

content policies. Verifiability states that “the threshold for inclusion in Wikipedia is 

verifiability, not truth: whether readers can check that material in Wikipedia has already 

been published by a reliable source, not whether editors think it is true” (“Wikipedia: 

Verifiability”). No original research completes this stance by stating that Wikipedia can not 

be the sole resource for any material published on it, including “any analysis or synthesis of 

published material that serves to advance a position not advanced by the sources” 

(“Wikipedia: No original research”). While the formulation of these core policies dates back 

to the earliest days of the project, their details and specific implementation has been a 

process of constant iteration and, although the fifth pillar reminds users that rules are 
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primarily enacted as best practice guidelines, the three core content policies are not subject 

to discussion and any group challenging them would be invited to fork the Wikipedia 

project and start their own encyclopedia.22  

The third pillar, “Wikipedia is free content”, refers to all the ways editors and readers 

can access the encyclopedia. Since the content can be edited by anyone, no single person or 

entity can claim ownership over the work being done. Also, the editors are invited to use 

images and other media from copyright-free sources in order to avoid conflict. 

The fourth pillar refers to Wikipedia’s conduct policies that provide guidelines for 

community behavior. The relevant policies invite editors to be civil (“Wikipedia: Civility”), 

avoid personal attacks and edit wars and generally assume good faith (“Wikipedia: Assume 

good faith”) when discussing with fellow Wikipedians and always try to achieve consensus 

(“Wikipedia: Consensus”).23  

Finally, the last pillar states that almost all rules, most notable exceptions being the 

core content policies like NPOV and NOR, can be ignored or subjected to renegotiation if 

they prove to be detrimental to the project overall or hinder a particular effort (“Wikipedia: 

Ignore all Rules”). 

In addition to the core content policies summarized above, Wikipedia have 

numerous other rules and guidelines. Among the most important is notability (“Wikipedia: 

Notability”). Notability outlines conditions a subject has to match in order to merit an 

article in Wikipedia. Due to the central role they play, notability guidelines and their specific 

implementations are subject to intense debate within the community and constitute the 

core of the inclusionist vs. deletinionist debate, arguably the most famous disagreement 

among camps of editors. Briefly, editors who identify themselves as deletionists argue for 

strict enforcement of notability criteria and they argue for the greater curatorial role this 

imposes on the community of editors. Conversely, Inclusionists maintain that since the 

                                                
22 There have been a few incidents where groups with certain political or religious views, become frustrated 
by Wikipedia’s NPOV rule and notability criteria, and have started their own online encyclopedias based on 
wiki software. Two examples are conservapedia (conservapedia.com) and the creationwiki (creationwiki.org). 
  
23 When individuals or groups continuously revert each others changes in a short amount of time, this 
behavior is called an edit war and when consensus can not be achieved, usually results in an admin locking 
the page for a period of time for respective parties to cool off. 
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marginal cost of having another article is negligible for the project, wiki is not paper as they 

point out, there is no harm in allowing what a majority of users might consider as trivial 

topics. 

While the specifics of the debate between the two camps of editors might seem 

esoteric to an average visitor to the encyclopedia, it is remarkable that after centuries of 

evolution, the role of the editor still remains central tot encyclopedic enterprise. As in other 

issues, the model of Wikipedia allows the fundamental struggles of editorship to become 

public and transforms the decision making into an iterative process. 

Notable or otherwise, most Wikipedia articles start their lives as stubs. Mostly created 

by an editor as an acknowledgement that the subject probably merits an article, containing 

usually just a one or two sentence definition and some context. After creating a stub, the 

editor is expected to put up a notice at the top of the page indicating the state of the article 

as such and inviting others to contribute and expand. These notices are part of a collection 

of standardized warnings that aim to highlight various perceived defects in articles to 

visitors, so they can be cautious and to editors, as pointers for work needing to be done. 

Most common notices are for when an article lacks citations, when the neutrality of an 

article is in dispute or when the quality of the existing article is deemed inferior to the 

standard prescribed by the Wikipedia guidelines. 

Striving to abide by and enforce these rules is the community of editors. Although 

the practice remains controversial, anonymous visitors can still edit almost all pages on 

Wikipedia. However, most editors prefer the added benefits of having and maintaining a 

user account. These accounts allow the editors to build a personality and prestige with their 

cumulative edits in the community. As the related research will illustrate in the following 

section, this identity building practice is a vital motivational factor for editors to sustain and 

improve their efforts. Selected among the most dedicated editors are the moderators who 

yield some extra powers mostly related to dispute resolution and maintenance. Mods can 

lock articles to stop heated edit wars and continuous vandalism or temporarily ban users. 

Representing the next line of authority in dispute resolution is the Arbitration Committee, 

which consists of elected members that are dedicated to resolve issues that cannot be 

resolved by the community. While a voting can be held to determine the outcome of a 
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dispute, it is regarded as a tool of last resort and for very special occasions and editors are 

invited to achieve consensus to the last minute (“Wikipedia: Polling is not a substitute for 

discussion”). 

Excluding the rare instances where an actual poll takes place, editors are expected to 

reach consensus on the best way to present any article in a way that conforms Wikipedia 

guidelines, most importantly NPOV. The wiki software provides the tools to be used in the 

process of building consensus. While the articles are open to editing at any time, each edit 

can also be reverted at any time to any other previous version. Editors are also strongly 

encouraged to discuss issues on the talk pages attached to every article before committing 

actual edits to the article itself. On the “Wikipedia:Consensus” page that explains the policy, 

a simplified diagram is offered to illustrate an idealized workflow of how consensus should 

be sought. 

Figure 5 Consensus Flowchart by Wikipedia24 

 

However, it is not hard to imagine that this process not always works so smoothly. 

Groups of editors or individuals often become entrenched in their opinions concerning a 

particular aspect of an article, resulting in edit wars that usually consist of repeatedly 

                                                
24 http://en.Wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Consensus_Flowchart.svg 
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reverting each others’ contributions (“Wikipedia: Edit warring”). The policy on edit wars, 

and consensus, prescribe that disagreements should be resolved on the discussion pages and 

edits committed to the article should reflect the new consensus. However, it is not 

uncommon to see two camps, or very dedicated individuals, continuously reverting each 

others’ edits. To prevent such disputes from spiraling out of control and disrupting the 

larger community, Wikipedia has two crucial safeguards. First is the “three-revert rule” that 

limits the number of reverts that can be made by an individual editor in 24 hours by three, 

second is the temporary protection of the article under dispute to prevent all editing which 

can be imposed by a moderator in order to force the disputants cool off. 

Unsurprisingly, articles related to current events and controversial topics are the 

most frequent scenes of edit wars. While such articles attract the attention of a great number 

of potential editors, they might not be the most experienced members of the community 

and as such, might not be familiar with the rules and guidelines that govern the article 

creation process, leading to friction with more seasoned members. Also problematic are the 

articles that cover issues like “Religion”, “Abortion” or “The Holocaust”, all three of which 

are locked at the time of writing to prevent acts of vandalism and filter all editing through 

discussion pages. 

While the numerous policies and guidelines can be overwhelming, especially for the 

newcomers to the project, the fifth pillar (no firm rules) encourages visitors to not be 

intimidated and try to contribute while advising veteran editors to assume good faith and 

“do not bite newcomers” (“Wikipedia: Please do not bite the newcomers”). A survey of the 

most important policies of Wikipedia reveals the central and fundamental importance of the 

community to the overall character and sustained health of the project. In the next part of 

my analysis of Wikipedia, I will survey some of the research aiming to better understand this 

dynamic community. 
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3.6  A Bunch of Nobodies: Understanding the Wikipedia Community 

While the technical underpinnings of Wikipedia are an integral part of its uniqueness and 

success, the community of editors that volunteer their time, skills and knowledge lies at the 

core of the project.  This section will analyze the community of Wikipedia with the help of 

recent studies, both qualitative and quantitative, starting with theoretical works dealing not 

only with Wikipedia but with all Internet-based, community-driven efforts, and gradually 

move on to research papers focusing on particular aspects of Wikipedia. 

 In The Wealth of Networks, Yochai Benkler singles out the Wikipedia community 

for being primarily driven by social norms and common goals in contrast to open source 

software development communities which usually organize around technical benchmarks 

and more clearly defined user access protocols (2006, 72). Instead, the community of editors 

at Wikipedia relies on the established principles like Neutral Point of View and guidelines 

like Assume Good Faith, and tries to resolve issues through consensus building. According to 

Benkler, “while not entirely anarchic, the project is nonetheless substantially more social, 

human, and intensively discourse- and trust-based than other major projects” (72). Lih, in 

his overview of Wikipedia, also comments on the central aspect of the social norms within 

the community and evaluates the common proposal that the communal action of individual 

editors resembles ants in a colony; “there is no hierarchical command structure for ants, and 

the intelligent survival of the colony is in fact ‘emergent behavior’ made-up of small, simple, 

individual decisions and signals communicated by an ant-by-ant basis…” (82). Lih further 

argues that the existing principles of Wikipedia present a common goal-writing an 

encyclopedia-and set the tone-NPOV- so that these broad principles have allowed the 

community to be nimble and agile while effectively channeling their energy (ibid). Jimmy 

Wales reports that the French Wikipedia calls this phenomenon the piranha effect; “You 

start with a little tiny article and it’s not quite good enough so people are picking at it and 

sort of a feeding frenzy and articles grow” (Wales qtd. in Lih, 83). While Wikipedia might 

be the most visible incarnation of online collaboration, it is clear that both the tools and the 

social norms it is built upon are the successful descendants of the open source movement 

and other computing pioneers. 
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In his extensive study on the collaborative culture of the Wikipedia community, 

Joseph Reagle offers the concept of stigmergy, coined by Pierre-Paul Grasse, to describe the 

collective action of wasps and termites while building complex structures (Reagle, 2008, 53). 

Stigmergy denotes collaborative effort where the actions of an individual are not based on 

communication with other participants of the community, but rather on the previous work 

done (ibid.). Mark Elliott, in his article “Stigmergic Collaboration: The Evolution of Group 

Work”, details the concept: 

Stigmergy is a method of communication in which individuals communicate with 
one another by modifying their local environment, it is a logical extension to apply 
the term to many types (if not all) of Web-based communication, especially media 
such as the wiki. The concept of stigmergy therefore provides an intuitive and easy-
to-grasp theory for helping understand how disparate, distributed, ad 
hoc contributions could lead to the emergence of the largest collaborative 
enterprises the world has seen. (2006) 
 

While conceptualizations, like the ones given above, are useful in general terms, they 

fail to communicate the finer details of the Wikipedia community. Since a clearer 

understanding of the community of editors and their practices is crucial in understanding 

Wikipedia as an encyclopedia, the remainder of this section will discuss some of the research 

that focuses on the specifics of the community. 

The first task in discussing the Wikipedia’s community of editors is to establish a 

basic understanding, including size and basic demographic information. As of April 21, 

2011, Wikipedia has over 14 million named user accounts (“Wikipedia: Wikipedians”). 

However, this number, although very impressive, is almost meaningless. Not only does this 

number include all the members of the more than 280 language versions of Wikipedia, but 

most of these accounts are dormant or irrelevant, meaning they are created to be used for a 

limited time, for a specific purpose. An added complexity is the fact that an account is not 

required to edit, an option preferred by many contributors. Overall, even determining the 

exact size of the community proves to be a challenge. For these reasons, an overview of 

multiple studies is essential for an understanding of the authors of the world’s largest 

encyclopedia. 
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A survey conducted in 2010 by Glott et al. provides one of the most comprehensive 

and recent data sets available. Covering 58,000 participants from 231 countries, the survey 

was addressed to all visitors to the site and found that 68% of respondents identified 

themselves as readers and 31% as active contributors. As the researchers note however, this 

ratio of reader to contributors is not likely to be representative, as a contributor to the site 

would be more likely to participate in such a survey (5). While the respondents’ ages range 

from 10 to 85, half were under 22. Among those who identify themselves as readers, 68% 

were males and among only 12% reported as females (7). While these figures help in 

establishing a baseline for understanding the make-up of the community, they are not 

informative as to the particular dynamics, effectiveness or sustainability of the community. 

One of the most comprehensive studies to date that aimed to answer these questions was 

Felipe Ortega’s 2009 dissertation, Wikipedia: A Quantitative Analysis. While developing the 

analytical tools with which to effectively capture the dynamics of the community, one of the 

central aims of Ortega’s study was to outline a number of sustainability conditions.  

The results of Ortega’s detailed quantitative analysis show that the expansion of the 

encyclopedia content and the enlargement of the community have displayed similar patterns 

of growth in the past, ultimately leading to a recent stabilization (155). The results of the 

study also indicate an alarmingly high drop rate among the editors, meaning that, for a 

variety of reasons, more than 50% of authors abandon the project 200 days after they join 

(156). Perhaps more troubling is the fact that this rate is doubled  (50% leave the project 

after 100 days) for the core members of the community who devote the most time and 

effort to editing. Ortega’s findings place Wikipedia in a precarious position, since the overall 

number of authors has not been increasing since 2007, the burden of maintaining and 

improving the quality of the encyclopedia is increasingly dependent on the very active core 

authors (160). Given how volatile the core authors’ attachment to the project can be, 

Ortega outlines two vital tasks for the Wikimedia Foundation in order to sustain the health 

of the project in the future: first, compelling new members to be involved with the project, 

and second, working on whatever improvements are necessary in order to compel core 

authors to sustain their vital efforts for longer periods of time (161). 
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While serving as an introduction to some of the problems experienced by the 

Wikipedia project for this study, Ortega’s in-depth analysis also points towards a complex 

and vibrant social dynamic behind the scenes of the collaboratively written encyclopedia 

articles. It is noteworthy that the process of identifying areas that deserve further research is 

almost self evident; a review of the numerous articles and conference proceedings dealing 

with Wikipedia point to two general themes, namely, the relative influence of core users 

over the content with regard to casual contributors, and the identification of community 

dynamics and editing practices that result in the highest quality of articles. The second, 

which concerns article quality, also implies the corollary of determining credible metrics of 

quality.While the issues relating to the structure of the community, such as the distinction 

between core vs. casual contributors will be discussed in the remainder of this section, the 

following part will be dedicated to the review of the research related to community practices 

regarding the quality of the encyclopedic output along with a related discussion of 

Wikipedia content as a general encyclopedia. 

The fact that a close-knit community of very dedicated volunteers is responsible for 

the vast majority of edits in Wikipedia is common knowledge among most observers. Jimmy 

Wales himself acknowledged this in many places, for example in his TED Talk in 2005. 

Moreover, a 2007 study conducted by Priedhorsky et al. demonstrates “that 1/10th of 1% of 

editors contributed nearly half of the value, measured by words read” (9). However, the case 

for the dominance of core users is far from conclusive. According to Kittur et al. the 

influence of core users was very high until 2004. Past this date however, this rate has seen a 

constant drop relative to the cumulative edits by the whole community (2007, 2). Despite 

the drop of their portion within the cumulative edits however, the study also notes that the 

contributions made by the core users are still sizeable and the work they put in tends to be 

more substantial in volume (6). While the exact influence of this core community is 

debated, its existence, and the role it plays over the overall health and success of the project is 

certain. 

A better understanding of this core community is a vital research question, given its 

central role. One such attempt was Susan Bryant’s 2005 study, which identifies Wikipedia as 
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a ‘community of practice’ as opposed to a formal organization according to criteria 

established by Wenger (Wenger, qtd. in Bryant, 2), which are: 

i. Members are mutually engaged. 
ii. Members actively negotiate the nature of the enterprise. 

iii. They have a collective repertoire of negotiable resources. 

Having identified the community as such, Bryant’s research investigates the 

dynamics of how new members move from peripheral to full participation and how this 

change affects their contributions to the community. According to Bryant’s study, users of 

the encyclopedia are mostly compelled to become editors when they notice an error or find 

an article that relate to their interests lacking in depth (4). By making these first edits, new 

editors are initiated into the practice and branch out over time. Bryant’s study also points 

out that, as users’ involvement with the site becomes more mature, they become increasingly 

involved with ‘meta’ tasks, policy discussions and other issues that are more related to the 

efficient working of Wikipedia while maintaining watch lists of articles that let them keep 

an eye out for a number of articles, as a means of combating vandalism (9).  

These results also correlate with the findings of other studies; for instance, Viegas et 

al. demonstrated in 2007 that “administrative and coordinating elements seem to be 

growing at a faster pace than the bulk of the articles in the encyclopedia” (1). Talk pages are 

seen to be an important part of this growth, given that they are used for strategic planning 

for edits, policy enforcement and its relevant discussion, and other coordination tasks. 

Among his findings, Ortega also recognizes that the active participation of talk pages is a 

factor in ameliorating the extraordinary mortality rate of core users he observed (177).  

Regarding the initiation of new members and the distribution of activities between novice 

and experienced users, a 2007 study by Almeida et al. also supports the findings reported 

above by arguing that growth is driven by an influx of new users and points out that most 

users choose to contribute to existing articles rather than to create new ones (2). In the same 

study, researchers also pointed out that, while an editor might be involved with a diverse 

range of topics, in single session they tend to concentrate on a single article or category (2). 

Since all of the research summarized above points to the importance of the influx of 

new users and continuing involvement of core members, identifying the motivational 



 

 111 

factors that draw people to a project like Wikipedia and keep them contributing has 

importance beyond academic curiosity. However, the possible value of such findings is only 

matched by the challenge of obtaining it. 

The survey conducted by Glott et al. mentioned above questioned its respondents on 

the motivations behind contributing and two overwhelmingly popular responses were “I 

like the idea of sharing knowledge and want to contribute to it” and “I saw an error and 

wanted to fix [it]”.  The first response was chosen by 72% of the respondents while the 

second was an answer chosen by 68%, where respondents were asked to rank 4 factors by 

importance. The third popular choice was “Because I think information should be freely 

available to everyone”, chosen by 37% of respondents (9). 

An earlier attempt was made by Oded Nov in 2007 with an online survey sent to a 

random sample of 370 Wikipedians selected from the Alphabetical List of Wikipedians page 

of the English Wikipedia, then containing 2,847 entries (63). The results were compiled 

from the 151 valid responses received, 140 of which were males (ibid). The motivation 

factors tested in the study by Nov are presented in the following chart. 

 

Figure 6 Motivational factors for contributing to Wikipedia by Oded Nov 

 

Among the respondents, the average total time of contribution was 8.27 hours per week. 

According to Nov’s survey, each of the motivational factors listed above correlated positively 

with contribution levels where the users ranked fun and ideology highest. Nov points out 

that while ideology is ranked as an important factor in contributing to Wikipedia, it does 

not correlate with contribution level, meaning that while people state that ideology is high 
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on their list of reasons to contribute, being more ideologically motivated does not translate 

into increased contribution (3). 

In a more recent and similarly focused study, Lai and Lang defined Wikipedia 

contribution as knowledge-sharing behavior and investigated the validity of the four 

possible motivational factors identified by motivational theory that are associated with this 

type of behavior. The factors researchers tested against were as follows (1378):  

i. Intrinsic motivation refers to internal satisfaction received from the process of 
performing behaviors.  

ii. Extrinsic motivation refers to performing an activity in anticipation of 
obtaining a return such as pay or reputation. 

iii. External self-concept motivation is the primary motivation for individuals to 
adopt an activity that is congruent with the expectations of a reference group. 

iv. Internal self-concept motivation refers to the force that drives individuals to 
pursue an activity that meets their inherent standards.  
 

From a random sample drawn from registered users of the English Wikipedia 843 

people were invited to participate in a survey, 235 of whom responded. It should be noted 

that the vast majority of registered users had a preference for not receiving emails from other 

members, leaving them outside the study.25 The results of the survey identified the most 

significant factor as internal self-concept motivation, whereas the study by Nov mentioned 

above has pointed towards the significance of intrinsic motivation. 

It is clear that such studies have considerable limitations, some of which are intrinsic 

to survey methodology, others stemming from peculiarities of Wikipedia. However such 

studies are still helpful in providing insights into why people choose to participate in 

building an encyclopedia without remuneration. This review of some of the literature 

clarifies the similarities between open source software communities and Wikipedia. In his 

analysis, Joseph Reagle offers an in-depth study of the connection between open source 

software communities and the particulars of the Wikipedia community. According to 

Reagle, Wikipedia can be defined as an “open content community” (71). Reagle’s definition 

                                                
25 Since Wikipedia has become a popular research topic for scholars from many disciplines, being frequently 
bothered by requests to participate in such studies has become a common gripe among community members. 
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of openness derives from an understanding established by the open source communities and 

implies the following (75): 

i. Open products 
ii. Transparency 

iii. Integrity 
iv. Non-discrimination 
v. Non-interference 

“Wikipedia is Free Content”, one of the five pillars of the project, as explained above, 

codifies these principles and codifies the encyclopedia as an open content community. In 

addition, Reagle argues that an important feature of an open content community is its 

embrace of an intense and sustained discussion of what it means to be open (102). This self-

reflexive nature of the community can be traced back to the very design of the Wiki software 

since anything built using a wiki also includes, by definition, the history of its own making 

(Reagle, 107). The way that Wikipedia connects with and embodies its own history is a key 

characteristic that sets it apart from the entire history of encyclopedias. 

According to Reagle’s study, the core policy of NPOV and the particular structure of 

Wikipedia community, which Reagle calls “good faith collaboration”, constitute a 

complimentary stance and define the project as an encyclopedia over anything else (103). 

Based on his observations regarding Wikipedia’s blend of different leadership styles, Reagle 

coins the term ‘authorial leadership’ to explain how authority and decision making is 

propagated through the community and especially, how one can explain the somewhat 

unique position hold by the co-founder Jimmy Wales. According to Reagle, “authorial 

leaders must parlay merit resulting from ‘doing good’ into a form of authority that can also 

be used in an autocratic fashion, to arbitrate between those of good faith or defend against 

those of bad faith, with a soft touch and humor when-and only when-necessary” (138). In 

the case of Wales, who is occasionally called a benevolent dictator within the community, 

according to Reagle, the community grants such an authority to “only those leaders that 

tread carefully and continue to make important contributions (including, now, the 

judicious exercise of autocratic authority) are granted the ‘dictator” title. According to 

Reagle, the roots of this conception can be traced among the open source software 

communities where project focused groups usually organize around such figures, famously 
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Linus Torvalds in the case of Linux. Regarding the term “dictator” usually adopted by such 

communities, Wikipedia included, Reagle goes on to explain that “Whereas this term might 

not be the most appropriate in capturing the genuine character of this role, it serves as a 

warning: a good-natured joke balanced on the edge of becoming a feared reality” (162). 

Building on Reagle’s crucial insight, the next step in understanding Wikipedia, after 

exploring its community, is to analyze it as an encyclopedia. 

 

3.7  An Encyclopedia Like No Other 

Wikipedia’s place as an encyclopedia has always been a precarious one. Even from the start, 

one of its co-founders, Larry Sanger, thought it might only be serviceable as a feeder of ideas 

for the more accredited Nupedia. After ten years, although it has established itself as the de 

facto starting point for any encyclopedic query online, in no small part thanks to being 

ranked first at Google searches, challenges for the open encyclopedia are far from over. This 

section will detail some of the major issues that are related to the encyclopedic content of 

Wikipedia, aiming to present a comprehensive view of the project along with the study of its 

community. 

The seemingly overwhelming number of policies and guidelines that occasionally 

stump even the most seasoned editors are the result of a community collaboratively working 

out best practices over time. The fact that the complete history of this process and the 

results of various implementations are all publicly visible is in itself a landmark resource in 

encyclopedia making. This self-reflexivity finds one of its most interesting instances at the 

“Criticism of Wikipedia” page, where common topics of criticism are distinguished between 

those directed towards the reliability of the encyclopedia content and those that are related 

to the community. Various studies and opinions about the quality and reliability of 

Wikipedia as an encyclopedia are covered in the page Reliability of Wikipedia and, as of 

April 15, 2011, the page contains over 15,000 words. It is also worth mentioning that, as of 

this writing, the article carries the warning at the top that its neutrality is in dispute, a 

standard message in the encyclopedia when the adherence of a certain article to the NPOV 

is in question. The irony of this did not escape the editors, as user Conrthomas commented 
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on the relevant discussion page: “Not only is it ironic that the leading authority of 

Wikipedia quality standards is Wikipedia itself, but also that the top of the pages [where the 

NPOV warning appears] hints at the fact that the said article might be unreliable.” 

Regardless, the article presents a comprehensive list of the most common issues concerning 

Wikipedia as an encyclopedic resource and defines nine categories of reliability (ibid.): 

• Accuracy of information provided within articles 
• Appropriateness of the images provided with the article 
• Appropriateness of the style and focus of the articles 
• Susceptibility to, and exclusion and removal of, false information 
• Comprehensiveness, scope and coverage within articles and in the range of articles 
• Identification of reputable third-party sources as citations 
• Stability of the articles 
• Susceptibility to editorial and systemic bias 
• Quality of writing 

 
Since the early days of Wikipedia, most research has been focused on the first four of 

these criteria. While based on a variety of methodologies, most of these sorts of studies 

analyze a sample of Wikipedia content for erroneous facts or statements, occasionally 

comparing these results against a more traditional encyclopedia or topical source. One of the 

most widely cited and well-publicized examples of such a study was conducted by Nature in 

2004 where a random sample of scientific articles from Wikipedia and Encyclopedia 

Britannica Online were compared for the number and severity of errors they contained 

(Giles, 2005). When the results of the study reported that the two online encyclopedias 

have similar number of errors, the publishers of Britannica challenged the methodology of 

the study, leading Nature to defend its findings in response (“Fatally Flawed”, “Encyclopedia 

Britannica and Nature: A Response”). Meanwhile, after being highlighted by Nature’s study, 

the errors on the relevant Wikipedia pages were corrected almost instantly. 

Following the factual correctness of articles, another common thread of criticism 

relates to Wikipedia’s coverage of topics and the notability of articles. Comparing the wide 

range and depth of popular culture trivia to relatively shorter articles on other topics that are 

usually considered to be the core content of an encyclopedia, some critics argued that 

Wikipedia embodies the cultural bias of its most devoted editors (Waldman, 2004). Such 

articles usually consist the core of the inclusionist vs. exclusionist debate covered above. 
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While studies of article accuracy are important in establishing Wikipedia among other 

reference sources, an arguably more constructive branch of research is focused on identifying 

the processes by which the highest quality articles are produced, in order to provide the 

community some guidelines to promote and behaviors to encourage. 

The 2007 study by Wilkinson and Huberman builds on an analysis of an aggregate 

of 50 million edits that have been made the 1.5 million articles on the English language 

Wikipedia. According to the authors, the articles that display the highest quality “are 

distinguished by a marked increase in the number of edits, number of editors, and intensity 

of cooperative behavior, as compared to other articles of similar visibility and age” 

(Wilkinson et al., 1). The authors point out that, while most collaborative projects usually 

suffer from diminishing returns as the number of participants increase, Wikipedia does not 

appear to be suffering from such an adverse effect from the tremendous growth in its 

community (ibid.). The data analyzed by the researchers also allows them to comment on 

the arguments regarding claims that a small number of individuals are responsible for the 

bulk of the content on the encyclopedia. The findings presented in Wilkinson and 

Huberman’s study confirm the analogy offered by Lih earlier in this chapter, stating that 

usually edits beget more edits and a quick succession of edits can be associated with a large 

community of users working collaboratively over a short period of time. However, some 

articles where the editing behavior points to constant iterations over a longer period of time, 

such a pattern usually indicates a single user working on an article of interest or personal 

attachment. Overall, the study demonstrates that the model of collaborative and open 

editing that has been the centerpiece of almost all discussion about Wikipedia is, for all its 

merits and faults, what really builds the encyclopedia and is not only a point for attention. 

Where the quality of Wikipedia’s articles is concerned, a 2006 study by Rosenzweig 

analyzed a selection of articles on historical biographies on Wikipedia and compared them 

to other online encyclopedias as well as a dedicated resource, American National Biography 

Online. According to Rosenzweig, Wikipedia offers greater coverage than other online 

encyclopedias, but lags behind the dedicated resource written by professional biographers. 

Also concerning accuracy, the study found Wikipedia to be surprisingly accurate. However, 

Rosenzweig argues that the primary failing of Wikipedia is to be found in its use of language, 
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which he identifies as “choppy”(132). While the first reaction might be to blame the editing 

structure of Wikipedia for this failing, “committees rarely write well”, Rosenzweig 

acknowledges that Wikipedia merely follows the tradition set by the 20th century American 

encyclopedias in their quest to report the facts without strong opinions, resulting in lifeless 

language (ibid.). 

Despite these and other academic and popular criticisms, Wikipedia maintains its 

relevancy as the immediately available and accessible knowledge source for anyone with an 

Internet connection. Given the active efforts of the Wikimedia Foundation towards 

promoting the development of international editions of the encyclopedia, it is safe to argue 

that this relevancy would transcend mere ease of access and indicate an offering beyond the 

capabilities of any previous encyclopedic effort. However, mere popularity and accessibility 

does not mean Wikipedia is a clearly defined and sustainable project. It is evident from 

numerous studies mentioned in this study and the many public appearances of Jimmy Wales 

that a project like Wikipedia requires constant care and attention of a dedicated community 

whose maintenance and nurturing is elemental to long term maintenance and sustainability 

of the world’s most comprehensive encyclopedia. Along with a study of Wikipedia itself as 

an encyclopedia, my analysis in the following chapter will focus on some of the particulars of 

the community that creates and maintains it. 
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4.  Posit ioning Wikipedia 

 

The list is the origin of culture. It's part of the history of art and literature. 
What does culture want? To make infinity comprehensible. It also wants to 
create order -- not always, but often. And how, as a human being, does one face 
infinity? How does one attempt to grasp the incomprehensible? Through lists, 
through catalogs, through collections in museums and through encyclopedias 
and dictionaries. 
 

Umberto Eco 
Interview with Spiegel Online, 2009 

 

4.1  Introduction 

Both the historical survey of the encyclopedic form and a closer analysis of Wikipedia have 

highlighted that, throughout history, the defining characteristics of all encyclopedias can be 

understood through an analysis of their approach to three specific concepts: an 

understanding of knowledge, an idea of authorship and attributed authority and finally, as a 

function of the principles through which they organize content.  

In the previous chapters I analyzed how the modern encyclopedia emerged in 

Western Europe as a result of a continuous evolution of these concepts, beginning with 

Ancient Greece and culminating in the popular encyclopedia sets of 20th Century. Later, I 

demonstrated the struggle to transcend these notions during the span of the 20th century, 

resulting in technological breakthroughs such as the personal computer and the Internet, 

along with the unique social dynamics of online collaborative communities. My historical 

survey illustrated how Wikipedia can be considered as a culmination of multiple instances of 

such efforts.  

In my analysis of Wikipedia, I illustrated how the online, open and collaborative 

encyclopedia stems from both the encyclopedic tradition of the past centuries and the new 

affordances of the inventions of the 20th century. The following chapter is the culmination 

of this study, where the three concepts whose central importance has been demonstrated 

earlier will be analyzed individually. This chapter is organized in three sections, each 

devoted to one of the key concepts noted above. Within each section I will start by 
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presenting a brief account of the historical evolution of the concept in question. The 

recorded studies of each of these concepts are as old as the history of writing and they can all 

be considered as pillars of philosophical inquiry. 

While an exhaustive account of the history of these concepts would be beyond the 

scope of this study, I will highlight key revolutionary moments at which the dominant mode 

of thinking has dramatically shifted through propagation of philosophical ideals or changes 

in society. While this study is not intended to be philosophical in nature, a historically 

focused overview of the concepts in question will serve as a framework for the analysis 

ahead. 

Following the outlining of these concepts, I will analyze the findings of the first 

chapter through the framework just elaborated. The aim of this second section is to 

establish a concise overview of the relationship between the concept in question and the 

history of encyclopedias up to the 21st century. The final part of each individual section will 

evaluate the findings of the second and third chapters, illustrating how Wikipedia and its 

ideological and technological precursors have conceptualized the future of encyclopedias. 

Through these subsections, each section aims to illustrate the philosophical 

foundations of the concepts in play and to put into stark contrast the treatment of these 

concepts in the Western encyclopedic tradition and Wikipedia. While such comparisons 

have been alluded to in other studies, the broader historical perspective offered in the 

current analysis promises to highlight the revolutionary aspects of Wikipedia in a new light, 

while uncovering surprising continuities previously overlooked. 

At the conclusion of this chapter, a more complete picture of the evolution of the 

encyclopedic ideal through ages, so far culminating in Wikipedia, will emerge, fulfilling the 

analytical objective of this thesis and leading to concluding observations. 
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4.2  Compendia of Knowledge 

4.2.1  Knowledge on Knowledge 

The questions regarding the origins and conditions of knowledge and the quest to identify 

methods of reliably achieving it are as old as the history of philosophy itself. This rich 

history and the entire discipline of philosophy stemming from it, specifically as understood 

under the heading of epistemology, address fundamental questions regarding the most basic 

ways in which humans perceive the world. That said however, only a subset of these 

questions is directly relevant to the present study. Furthermore, the discussion of knowledge 

and encyclopedias is inextricably intertwined with questions concerning authority, the 

subject of the next section. However, as these conceptions draw upon established norms 

that coalesce around knowledge, it is fitting to start with the more fundamental question of 

how we acquire knowledge. 

The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy, identifies three components of knowledge, 

and therefore the study of epistemology (“epistemology”): 

i. The defining features 

ii. The substantive conditions or sources 

iii. The limits of knowledge and justification 

Philosophers have strived to define these features, their focus mainly being 

concentrated on propositional knowledge (usually illustrated with the statement “that 

something is so”). The Cambridge Dictionary identifies the standard analysis of 

propositional knowledge with the definition “justified true belief” (ibid). While in 

prominence since the time of Plato, the standard analysis is far from universally accepted 

and debate continues on various components of the definition and its conditions. While 

constituting one of the foundations of western philosophical tradition, the foundational 

debates of epistemology do little to illuminate the analysis of the evolution of encyclopedic 

knowledge. For the current analysis, the relevant approach is revealed to be not the 

philosophy, but the sociology, of knowledge. 

Originating with the emergence of sociology as an independent mode of inquiry, the 

sociology of knowledge focuses on the “relationship of knowledge to a social base” 
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(“Sociology of Knowledge”). While most of the notable figures in the early history of 

sociology, such as Durkheim, Weber and Marx, included knowledge within their 

overarching theories, philosophers, most notably Michel Foucault, made the most relevant 

contributions to the discipline in the 20th century. By focusing on the evolution of some of 

the fundamental institutions of Western civilizations, namely the asylum, the hospital and 

the prison, Foucault demonstrated “the major shifts in the discourses through which such 

topics become constituted: to show how new ‘regimes of truth’ order our knowledge, our 

categorization systems, our beliefs, and our practices” (“Foucault, Michel”). 

Foucault’s 1969 volume Archeology of Knowledge is primarily concerned with the 

formation, propagation and sustainability of discursive systems and their inherent claims to 

concepts like truth and knowledge. According to Foucault, “there is no knowledge without 

a particular discursive practice; any discursive practice may be defined by the knowledge that 

it forms” (183). 

Following closely on Foucault’s detailed analysis of the formation and maintenance 

of systems of knowledge in societies, Jean-François Lyotard published his Report on 

Knowledge, entitled The Postmodern Condition (1979). Lyotard argues that the modern 

condition was defined by science producing a discourse of legitimation with respect to its 

own status, called philosophy (xxiii). In contrast, Lyotard argues that “the status of 

knowledge is altered as societies enter what is known as the postindustrial age and cultures 

enter what is known as the postmodern age” (3). According to Lyotard, one of the key 

transformations behind the transition to the postmodern age is the proliferation of 

computers and the establishment of “a certain logic and therefore a certain set of 

prescriptions determining which statements are accepted as ‘knowledge statements’” (4). 

Lyotard terms the resulting state as postmodern, defined by an “incredulity toward 

metanarratives” (xxiv). The chief effect of this transition will be observed “through 

exteriorization of knowledge with respect to the ‘knower’, with the effect that knowledge 

itself will cease to be an end in itself, becoming a commodity, devoid of ‘use-value’” (4). 

While the evaluation of the specifics of the future Lyotard foresaw for knowledge in 

postmodern societies falls outside the scope of this study, my analysis of the history of 

encyclopedias will show that his observation regarding the externalization of knowledge 
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from the ‘knower’ is accurate, if only as a general trend over many centuries and not as a 

sudden change brought on by the proliferation of computers.  

Developing in close proximity to various branches of philosophy and sociology, the 

burgeoning field of media studies has also produced works by a number of scholars who have 

advanced the project of chronicling the evolution of the understanding of knowledge 

throughout history. Elizabeth Eisenstein, whose landmark study of the printing press was 

discussed earlier, along with other similarly focused scholars, can be considered as belonging 

to this tradition. Similarly relevant is Peter Burke’s 2000 volume entitled A Social History of 

Knowledge, which illustrates the evolution of modern institutions that create and assess 

knowledge, such as the university and the research institute, while providing an account of 

the emergence of the modern scientific method. In this regard, Burke argues that the “18th 

century marks a turning point in the history of European knowledge in a number of 

respects” (44). He illustrates some of the changes as following:  

The virtual monopoly of higher education enjoyed by the universities was 
challenged at this time. In the second place we see the rise of the research institute, 
the professional researcher and indeed of the very idea of 'research'. In the third 
place, the clerisy, especially in France, were more deeply involved than ever before 
with projects for economic, social and political reform - in other words, with the 
Enlightenment. (ibid) 
 
Burke also notes the cyclic nature of this evolution: “In Europe, these cycles are 

visible from the 12th century, when new institutions called universities replaced monasteries 

as centers of learning, to the present. The creative, marginal and informal groups of one 

period regularly turn into the formal, mainstream and conservative organizations of the next 

generation” (49). 

In a similar effort, Steven Shapin, in his 1994 volume A Social History of Truth, 

chronicles the evolution of the modern understanding of scientific knowledge through its 

emergence in 17th Century English society. Shapin argues that while the modern culture 

surrounding scientific knowledge builds upon skepticism, as “this new culture emerged 

partly through the purposeful relocation of the conventions, codes, and values of 

gentlemanly conversation into the domain of natural philosophy” (xviii). Echoing 
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Foucault’s placement of knowledge within construct of the discursive formation, Shapin 

notes:  

Knowledge is the result of the community’s evaluations and actions, and it is 
entrenched through the integration of claims about the world into the 
community’s institutionalized behavior. Since the acts of knowledge making and 
knowledge protecting capture so much of communal life, communities may be 
effectively described through their economies of truth. (6) 
 

Regarding the history of scientific knowledge, Shapin argues that in order to address 

the mounting issue of trust among the newly developing scientific community, the codes 

and norms of gentlemanly society were “transported into the new practice of empirical 

science to act as a local resolution of a pervasive problem about the grounds and adequacy of 

knowledge” (42). According to Shapin, the practitioners of this modern, fledgling 

community of natural science enlisted their highly refined sense of decorum to address 

issues of personal trust and to adjust it appropriately, based on the presumption that they 

were all part of the gentle society, and being a “trustworthy or credible person” was a 

fundamental prerequisite of being a gentleman. While such a basis for individual or 

institutional trust might seem a scant basis for modern practitioners of science, Shapin 

argues to the contrary: 

The reason that neither legal nor scientific practitioners spelled out the grounds of 
credibility or the identity of a credible person was that they had no need to do so. 
Cultural silence about the identification of the credible person was not a sign of 
ignorance but of immense knowledgeability. Participants ‘just knew’ who a credible 
person was. They belonged to a culture that pointed to a gentleman as among their 
society’s most reliable truth-tellers, a culture that associated gentility, integrity, and 
credibility […] They understood and appreciated the local consequences of 
disputing that culture and those entitlements. (241, 242) 
 

As Shapin concludes, the growth of the scientific community and the maturation of 

their practices resulted in a shift from interpersonal relationships to institutions that are 

primarily dedicated to fostering and maintaining the conditions of credibility and trust. 

Whether analyzed through a Foucauldian analysis of discourse, or simply read as a 

detailed history, it is clearly evident that the content of knowledge and other related 

concepts were recast during the emergence of modern societies. The role of the proliferation 

of the printing press in the transformative events and movements from 16th century 
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onwards has been likewise discussed in detail in this thesis. The accompanying changes in 

institutions and the standards they enforced has determined the modern understanding of 

knowledge, while the scientific method came to prescribe the ideal path for achieving it. 

While the societies that created them were facing such fundamental changes, encyclopedia 

compilers were updating their works accordingly, their efforts invariably producing pristine 

examples of what knowledge meant in any given century. 

 

4.2.2  Treatises, Mirrors and Trees 

The notion that the origin of encyclopedic thinking can be traced back to the emergence of 

Western philosophy is not insignificant. Throughout their history, encyclopedias have 

served as testing grounds and showcases for different approaches to knowledge. However, 

the relationship between encyclopedias and branching knowledge has seldom been 

straightforward. Indeed, the very first instance of the encyclopedic ideal in a recorded form 

also marks the first recorded instance of skepticism toward the effects of communication 

media. While founding both western philosophy and the encyclopedia, Plato equally 

recorded his apprehension towards the very tools he was using. His opinion of writing is 

expressed most clearly in Phaedrus: 
For this discovery of yours will create forgetfulness in the learners' souls, because 
they will not use their memories; they will trust to the external written characters 
and not remember of themselves. The specific which you have discovered is an aid 
not to memory, but to reminiscence, and you give your disciples not truth, but only 
the semblance of truth; they will be hearers of many things and will have learned 
nothing; they will appear to be omniscient and will generally know nothing; they 
will be tiresome company, having the show of wisdom without the reality. 
 

While Plato’s writings, however ambivalent he was towards them, constitute his long-term 

legacy, the intended mission of his enkyklios paideia, embodied within the Academy, was 

altogether different. The purpose of the academy was to provide the all-encompassing 

knowledge required for the contemporary Greek citizen to be competently active in the 

affairs of the polis. While Plato’s dialogues covered various subjects, the primary purpose 

behind his written output seems to be to share the method with which one should arrive at 

knowledge, and not to present merely facts, a practice he regarded as a crutch for the mind. 



 

 126 

It is a testament to the pervasive power of the phonetic alphabet that within one 

generation, Plato’s most prominent student was already producing works primarily 

intended to be read as freestanding treatises on individual subjects. By providing the 

categories with which to perceive the world, and aiming to treat them individually, 

Aristotle’s writings essentially compromised a portable enkyklios paideia, a university 

contained within the recesses of scrolls.  

A similar logic can be observed in the work of great Roman encyclopedists like 

Cassiodorus and Pliny, even though their primary role had already shifted from 

composition to compilation. As they recorded their observations and compiled sources, 

they were constantly aware of the general scheme within which individual contributions fit. 

Moreover, at this point of origin, the modern distinction between the author and the editor 

was non-existent and the act of compiling an encyclopedia can be considered to be an 

exercise in philosophy itself. 

 The longevity of Pliny’s influence over his successors, which covers an unfathomable 

stretch of sixteen centuries, is a testament to the defining nature of his efforts. As illustrated 

earlier, a large part of the influence Pliny and his contemporaries exerted over the medieval 

encyclopedic compilers is related to their understanding of knowledge. While Aristotle’s 

categories had a fundamental effect on the organization of later compilations, the 

encyclopedists of the Antiquity were responsible for establishing and abiding inherent trust 

in the written word and therefore how they defined true knowledge. 

This subtle shift in the position of the encyclopedia and its role within the greater 

transformation of knowledge during the Middle Ages is also evident in the titles that 

compilers of these works deemed appropriate. To complement the Book of God, the 

encyclopedists of Medieval Europe aspired to hold up a great mirror to reflect creation. Best 

illustrated through Vincent de Beauvais’s famous compilation Speculum Maius, “the great 

mirror”, of 1244. In contrast, a collection of treatises such as Pliny’s Historia Naturalis 

implied the nature of an explorer charting new knowledge, so that the medieval 

encyclopedia was metaphorically organized around the possibility of completeness, reflected 

in a big enough mirror. However, it is important to note that while such metaphors, like the 

mirror, might allude to the organizational structure of an encyclopedia, their purpose was to 
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illustrate the understanding of knowledge as employed by the compiler rather than to 

provide navigational aide to the user or demonstrate how the encyclopedia was actually laid 

out. The disconnect between the metaphor employed to illustrate the understanding of 

knowledge and the actual organizational principles of the encyclopedia became even more 

pronounced later when the adoption of the tree of knowledge coincided with alphabetical 

ordering of articles.  

As this shift in metaphors suggest, the most significant change from Antiquity to the 

Middle Ages concerns the source of the knowledge base being compiled. While the initial 

origin of the encyclopedic ideal is rooted in the creation of new knowledge and the ways in 

which one should conduct an inquiry that produces new knowledge, the role of the 

encyclopedist very quickly evolved into that of compiler and editor. Hence, it is clear that 

medieval followers of Pliny and Cassidorius embraced the role of keepers of knowledge as 

opposed to that of inquiring philosophers, even though the modern distinction between 

author and editor were foreign concepts at the time. This evolution also conforms to the 

observation made by Ong, that the proliferation of literacy within a culture signifies a 

separation of the knowledge from the knower. 

When the assumptions of medieval knowledge were challenged during the 

Enlightenment and the encyclopedia realized its potential to be subversive, as outlined by 

McArthur, the individuals behind these revolutionary works exercised their editorial power 

to highlight the new knowledge and its creators, most famously in the case of Diderot and 

the Encyclopédie. While the emergence of the modern encyclopedia over the course of the 

Enlightenment, along with the scientific method, redefined most of the conventions 

established during the Middle Ages, the editorial function of the compiler remained, albeit 

with shifted priorities. 

The Encyclopédie symbolized the close relationship between the Enlightenment and 

the modern encyclopedia, but Diderot and d’Alembert’s monumental efforts were the most 

visible incarnation of a general trend. Rajan, in his article “The Encyclopedia and the 

University of Theory” notes that “the Enlightenment is often described as ‘the age of the 

encyclopedia’” (335). Explaining the major changes heralded by the Enlightenment, Rajan 

argues that “In the Middle Ages and Renaissance, the encyclopedia’s archive fever, its 
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multiplication of areas of knowledge and thus fragmentation of Knowledge (with a capital 

K) was held in check by the trope of the book as mirror of creation. The long eighteenth 

century, however, witnessed several new encyclopedic enterprises connected with the 

constitution of modernity…” (ibid.). Based on Bacon’s proposal to acquire new knowledge, 

the compilers of early-modern encyclopedias, like Chambers, sought new sources while 

restructuring their notions concerning under which conditions knowledge can be 

considered reliable and valid. 

One of the most visible signs of this shift was the adoption of the tree of knowledge 

as the representing metaphor of the knowledge landscape. Advocated by Bacon, the tree of 

knowledge was later adopted by Cyclopedia and the Encyclopédie, both works aiming to 

illustrate modern disciplines and how they interact. At the same time both works also 

embraced the newly emerging concept of scientific expertise. Chambers has acknowledged 

the newly developing scientific community as the basis of his groundbreaking work when 

challenged, while Diderot and d’Alembert boasted the fact that each topic was written by an 

expert in their field. Following in the footsteps of these pioneering works, Britannica later 

embraced the expertise of its contributors as a key selling point.  

The shift from copying trusted sources from the Antiquity and previous 

compilations to reliance upon expertise of specialists represent another step in the 

separation of the knowledge and its creator. The medieval compilers trusted their 

precursors and the established names of Aristotle and Pliny. For the modern editor-in-chief, 

such names increasingly meant less as their importance was replaced by the institutional 

titles granting topical expertise to individuals. The gradual emergence and evolution of the 

accreditation system, along with modern science, was covered earlier in this chapter and its 

sophistication increased along with the complexity of the newly accumulated knowledge. 

The emergence of the modern encyclopedia also marks the adoption of the 

alphabetical ordering of articles and while the consequences of this shift will be analyzed 

during my discussion of organizing principles, according to Rajan the shift also had 

implications concerning knowledge: “this form reduced the encyclopedia to a secondary 

reference system that stored rather than synthesized knowledge, and thus inscribed a 

conception of knowledge as information or technology rather than philosophy” (335). 
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Rajan’s argument further illustrates the increasing separation of knowledge from its creators 

and compilers.  

While this democratization among fields of knowledge that stem from the 

alphabetical categorization of articles allowed Diderot to diffuse his subversive ideas 

throughout the entirety of his Encyclopédie, this organizational scheme also implied that the 

encyclopedia was no longer meant to be read from cover to cover, with implications 

regarding the body of knowledge contained within. The emergence of the modern 

encyclopedia dispelled the ideal that an individual can absorb the entirety of its contents. 

However, while rendering the polymath obsolete, “in the longer term, [the] parceling of 

knowledge into alphabetized entries done by separate hands lays the grounds for an 

instrumentalizing and contracting out of knowledge, and for current (social) scientific 

models of collaborative research” (Rajan, 339). This close interconnecting relationship 

between the organizational scheme and understanding of knowledge points to the 

interlocking nature of the three concepts under investigation in this study and will resurface 

during the rest of this chapter. 

Taken as a whole, the continuous evolution of the encyclopedic form, from 

Antiquity to modern industrial society, can be regarded as a gradual yet constant distancing 

of the compiler and the basis of knowledge to be included in the compilation. The history I 

have been tracing then, covers the movement of what started as a collection of general 

principles on life, and essays on diverse subjects by pioneering philosophers, that very 

quickly evolved into compilations contributed by various authors. The medieval compilers, 

certain in their conviction regarding the authority of their sources, took on the mission to 

preserve and collate these texts. When the philosophes of the Enlightenment rebelled against 

these established norms, they instituted the modern understanding of science and expertise. 

The encyclopedias of the Enlightenment pioneered the validation of these sources of 

knowledge and authority. During the 19th century, owners of Britannica institutionalized 

this process of creating an encyclopedia and honed its financial viability by rendering these 

values as the core of a prestigious brand. Following this trajectory then, it is noteworthy, 

although not surprising, that the intricate relationship between the evolving form of the 
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encyclopedia and the continuously changing media landscape, closely correspond to each 

epoch of the evolution of the notion of encyclopedic knowledge. 

Hilary Clark, in a 1992 paper titled “Encyclopedic Discourse,” identifies within the 

encyclopedic enterprise both totalizing tendencies as well as an impulse towards 

discontinuous and fragmented forms (1992, 95). According to Clarke, this duality 

originates from the urge to compile the entirety of human knowledge, while striving to 

arrive at a definitive system of categorization. Alternatively, while the encyclopedia strives to 

expand its coverage, it also seeks to encircle it (96). After noting this duality, Clarke goes on 

to argue that, following Foucault’s notion of “discourse”, the encyclopedia can be 

considered as discourse par excellence (108). According to Clarke: 

In the encyclopedia, we are looking at a special type of discourse. Like any discourse, 
it selects from a range of material on a subject and arranges its selections in order to 
inform or persuade. Yet it is special in that it selects from the entire domain of 
human knowledge, arranging its selections according to specific orders--thematic 
and encyclopedic--that have developed historically, and representing its own 
discursive process in tropes such as the mirror, the tree, the labyrinth, the circle, and 
the network. (98) 

 

What this quotation from Clark, and the argument I have been sketching thus far imply is 

that the history of the encyclopedia in Western Europe contains the history of knowledge. 

Since the invention of the phonetic alphabet, encyclopedias have been the repository for not 

only the collective knowledge of each epoch but also for the methods and the underlying 

assumptions behind those knowledge systems. The roles attributed to individuals 

responsible for the encyclopedia have been refined over the ages, crystallizing with the 

modern title of editor-in-chief who commissions articles from properly accredited experts. 

This analysis, and the earlier historical survey, has demonstrated the historicity of the 

prestigious position of editor-in-chief along with its accompanying assumptions regarding 

knowledge.  The rise to prominence of the editor-in-chief also illustrates how such functions 

have become integral parts of the wider society and the prevalent media ecology. While this 

historical survey has been my focus thus far in this chapter, the next section of this analysis 

will elaborate on the particulars of Wikipedia and evaluate how the volunteer community of 
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editors writing the largest encyclopedia ever compiled redefine or sustain norms regarding 

knowledge. 

 

4.2.3  Building Consensus 

When the founders of Wikipedia set out to open the process of article creation to 

volunteers, they were forced to supplement all the established mechanisms for ensuring the 

reliability and verifiability of an encyclopedia. The previous section discussed the evolution 

of these mechanisms and, illustrated their historicity. However, these principles have come 

to define the standard by which the modern encyclopedia defined itself for over two 

centuries and are very well established. This long history, coupled with their widespread 

adoption resulted in deeply held beliefs on the part of editors as well as readers and 

subscribers. Given no reliable access to expert knowledge in the traditional manner, 

Wikipedia founders adopted the process of creating an encyclopedia according to the 

strengths of the tools they were deploying, without compromising the ultimate goals of 

what an encyclopedia is expected to accomplish. In this sense, the approaches adapted by 

early Wikipedians were no more radical than the medieval scribes striving to preserve their 

beloved books. However, this compromise has led to one of the most overlooked and 

misunderstood tenets of Wikipedia, namely that the basis of inclusion is not truth, but 

verifiability (“Wikipedia: Verifiability, Not Truth”).  

The page on the Wikipedia website that describes the policy states that the threshold 

for inclusion in Wikipedia requires that all material “have been published previously by a 

reliable source” (ibid). While combined with other core content policies such as Neutral 

Point of View and No Original Research, the policy is consistent with the rest of 

Wikipedia’s stance, yet it nevertheless leads to interesting questions intellectually, while 

creating occasional confusion on a day to day basis, especially for new editors uninitiated 

into the inner workings of Wikipedia. 

The most visible problem with the above definition is arguably the allusion to 

“reliable sources”. While the topic might seem deeply ideological and rife with political 

preferences, the motivations exhibited on the relevant page detailing this definition is 
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primarily pragmatic and, as with most other policies and guidelines, negotiable within the 

community (“Wikipedia: Verifiability”). However, this implied flexibility has, by no means, 

diminished the potential for conflict or confusion. One of the most common problems 

resulting from this policy concerns the use of Wikipedia by mass media outlets. When an 

inaccurate article without external sources is used by a publication without 

acknowledgement, this publication itself usually ends up at a later date as the verified source 

for the article, perpetuating the false information.  The phenomenon is perfectly illustrated 

by the famous Web Comic XKCD (Munroe, 2011): 

 

Figure 7 "Where Citations Come From", XKCD, Munroe, 2011 
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While this issue goes unnoticed by the millions of readers consulting Wikipedia on a 

daily basis, it has genuine implications regarding the transformation that Wikipedia 

represents for encyclopedic knowledge. In my earlier discussion of Wikipedia, I discussed 

the model of consensus that guides the article creation process and the central importance of 

Neutral Point of View. All factors combined, the model that has evolved in various 

iterations over the years into Wikipedia has resulted in a system that aims to preserve the 

core of the previous incarnations of the encyclopedia, while attempting to compensate for 

its shortcomings with the unique affordances of its platform. 

In the previous section I illustrated the relationship between the evolving shape of 

the encyclopedia and transformations in the ways that knowledge is defined and produced. 

Beginning with complete deferral to individual philosophers and authors, encyclopedias 

kept up with the emergence of systems of knowledge structures. The medieval scribes 

combined their desire to save ancient texts with the worldview of Christian Theology, and 

therefore aspired to hold up a mirror to divine creation. The modern encyclopedia, born 

with the Enlightenment and with the modern scientific method, quickly adapted to 

epistemological shifts and began basing its claim to true knowledge on the institutions that 

defined expertise. 

It is noteworthy that each of these eras was punctuated by the adoption and 

proliferation of new technologies that led to problematic results in the early stages of 

adoption. For example, Plato’s troubled relationship with writing itself is well documented 

and has been discussed elsewhere in this study. Likewise, following the widespread adoption 

of the printing press, the compiler of one of the first modern encyclopedias, Ephraim 

Chambers, was faced with a lawsuit claiming that his Cyclopaedia constituted intellectual 

theft. Chambers successfully argued that the act of compilation rendered his work original 

and the sources he used transcended mere copies and therefore became parts of a new work. 

In the case of Wikipedia, both the general issues I have highlighted in my earlier 

chapter, as well as the particular challenges its model represents concerning knowledge, 

point to a similar pattern of adaptation and soul-searching. While trying to redefine the 

condition with which Wikipedia defines knowledge, the project’s editors are offering the 

unique strengths of their medium as a compensation for the lack of institutional support 
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that previous generations of encyclopedias relied upon. While the transparency of the article 

creation process and the ability to see through every individual edit might depend on the 

personal affinity of individual users, this only highlights the fact that Wikipedia, as a 

representative of changing notions regarding knowledge on the global Internet, requires a 

new type of literacy. Just as, for example, the adoption of the printing press was instrumental 

in standardizing national languages while speeding the production of the encyclopedia, 

benefitting from the unique affordances of Wikipedia and all the while meeting its new 

challenges might require a broader shift than any one modification the community might 

make to individual guidelines or policies. While the exact discussion of the content of this 

shift in educational approach towards acquiring and verifying knowledge would fall outside 

of the scope of this study, when analyzed through the historical evolution of the form, 

change seems inevitable. 

Accompanying this shift in understanding of and assumption concerning knowledge 

is the fundamental recasting of the author function and his or her attributed authority. The 

next section will analyze this issue in detail. 

 

4.3  Authors and Authority 

4.3.1  Authoring Authority 

While in the previous section I discussed the evolution of encyclopedic claims to knowledge 

and understanding of truth and validity through Antiquity to the Middle Ages and the 

Enlightenment, in this section I will follow this same historical path with the goal of 

discussing more specifically the role of authorship. On a fundamental level, the evolution of 

authorship within the context of an encyclopedia is more directly linked to conceptions 

regarding sources of authority, rather than to the emergence of the author figure in 

literature and other artistic fields. While the literary and philosophical study of the author 

function may be applied to both instances, the following analysis of authorship will still be 

informed primarily by an encircling discussion of knowledge and the organizational 

influence of media. While the evolution of the encyclopedic form has been closely 
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integrated with the changing definitions of knowledge throughout the centuries, the 

formation and rise of the modern author has had a relatively limited effect on the 

compilation of encyclopedias, mainly because most of the authority figures associated with 

encyclopedic works have primarily assumed the role of the compiler. However, even 

investigating the emergence of the distinction between these two roles is a valuable exercise 

in itself. 

During the discussion of the proliferation of the printing press, notable scholars on 

the subject such as Eisenstein and MacArthur were quoted with the argument that the 

emergence of concepts of authorship and audience can be traced back to the impact of print. 

For example, the increased reach and availability of books in the 18th century, for the first 

time in history, made it possible for an author to experience the reaction to his or her work 

from a wide and diverse audience. While not strictly related to the production of 

encyclopedias, this reinforcement of the individual author figure as the creator of original 

literary content became only more pronounced through the Enlightenment and over the 

following centuries, finding strong expressions in the Romantic movement in the 19th 

century. Arguably the most visible effects of the heightened sense of the role the author in 

the world of encyclopedias was the famous 9th edition of the Britannica, published in 1889, 

widely known as the “scholars’ edition” which boasted famous contributors like Thomas 

Huxley and Robert Louis Stevenson and many other scientific and literary luminaries of the 

time. 

Developing alongside a growing awareness of the influences of particular 

communication media, a number of literary scholars have questioned the validity of the 

traditional author figure as it was established since invention of the printing press and the 

Enlightenment. In his seminal 1967 essay “The Death of the Author”, Roland Barthes 

argued against the established tradition in literary studies of analyzing a work through the 

larger considerations of the identity of its author, and called for a multifaceted analysis that 

is more perceptive to the many layers in the production of literature that make up every text 

(Barthes, 2001). Barthes argued that every text “is a tissue of quotations drawn from the 

innumerable centers of culture”, therefore rejecting the ideal of a definitive meaning of a 

text (1468).  



 

 136 

In his 1969 essay “What is an Author?” Michel Foucault also questioned the 

components of the identity and the function of the author figure in literature. Foucault 

starts his analysis by identifying the functional attributes of the authorial identity as 

indicating “relationships of homogeneity, filiation, reciprocal explanation, authentification, 

or of common utilization” among texts that are attached through their author (Foucault, 

2001, 1627). In this sense, according to Foucault, the name of an author serves primarily as 

an aid to classify groups of texts and consequently, functions to “characterize the existence, 

circulation, and operation of certain discourses within a society” (1628). Later, turning his 

attention to the historicity of the concept, Foucault demonstrates that “certain types of 

texts have not always required authors” (ibid.). In the case of what has come to be called 

scientific knowledge, Foucault argues that, during the Middle Ages, the name of the author 

attached to a text was its main claim to authority, however, with the emergence of the 

scientific method, this claim has moved on to the text itself. 

In the 17th and 18th centuries a totally new conception was developed when 
scientific texts were accepted on their own merits and positioned within an 
anonymous and coherent system of established truths and methods of verification. 
Authentification no longer required reference to the individual who had produced 
them; the role of the author disappeared as an index of truthfulness and, where it 
remained as an inventor’s name, it was merely to denote a specific theorem or 
preposition, a strange effect, a property, a body, a group of elements, or pathological 
syndrome. (Foucault, 2001, 1629) 

 

Foucault argues, in conclusion to his analysis, that the author function is “undoubtedly only 

one of possible specifications of the subject and, considering past historical transformations, 

it appears that the form, the complexity, and even the existence of this function are far from 

immutable” (1636). Foucault’s essay is very significant in highlighting the historicity of the 

author function and thus providing a theoretical framework for its evaluation throughout 

the history of the encyclopedia. 

Following these groundbreaking essays, along with the increasing prevalence of 

historical studies on the impact of various technologies of writing, chief among which is the 

printing press, the evolution of the role of the author function as identified by Foucault 

continues to be an active field of study. In his 1994 investigation into the nature of 

authorship, Ross highlighted the difference between someone who has the ability to write, a 
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scribbler, and someone who is given the title of author, arguing that the distinction is socio-

historical, and “based on the technology of invention and the politics of intervention” 

(231). Highlighting the practice of medieval scribes of rendering their manuscripts as legible 

as possible through highly stylized typographic techniques, Ross argues that such practices 

are “a political act; the act of claiming or declaiming a culture’s authorities”, in the sense 

that, “the legibility, the readable uniformity of their scribbling acknowledges that 

handwriting is a technology invented to stabilize meaning” (232). Ross goes on to argue that 

this relationship between the stylized, uniform script and authority is reversed with the 

proliferation of the printing press: “Originally, to be an authority is to be scripted. But with 

time, to be printed is to be an authority” (236). Ross argues, in line with others historians I 

have quoted earlier, that the development and implementation of modern licensing and 

copyright schemes were an effort to control what was a newly emerging form of authority 

that is attributed to printed material (242). However, Ross further argues that, despite their 

ever increasing complexity and coverage, these regimes could never replicate the control 

exercised by the Church over the production of manuscripts because “the waywardness of 

scribbling can always find ways of manipulating the uniformity of print. Once print 

supplants manuscript, it does not purge that waywardness, but rather authorizes it” (247). 

Also challenging the idea of the solitary author as the singular creator of individual 

works, Harold Love argues that authors produce “texts through complex processes of 

adaptation and transformation” (2002, 32). Love notes that “attribution studies attempt to 

distinguish the traces of agency that cohere in pieces of writing, sometimes discovering one 

singular trace, but often a subtle entanglement of several or many” (32). In order to better 

accommodate this inherent complexity embedded in the idea of authorship, Love argues the 

need for a more nuanced model of “authorship, not as a single essence or non-essence but as 

a repertoire of practices, techniques and functions--forms of work--whose nature has varied 

considerably across the centuries and which may well in any given case have been performed 

by separate individuals” (33). Love also highlights the evolution of collaborative authoring, 

giving it the very useful definition of “a series of functions performed during the creation of 

the work rather than as a single, coherent activity” (39). 
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The concept of authorship and the implicit authority frequently attached to it has 

evolved considerably since the invention of writing and through changes in dominant 

communication media. Indeed, much of the literary theory written in the 20th century was 

committed to uncovering and understanding the historicity of the concept of authorship 

and to analyzing the conditions and effects of its evolution. The encyclopedia, as a form of 

writing that can trace its evolution throughout the entirety of this history, presents a very 

rich and interesting case study of the author function. In the following section, I will present 

an analysis of the evolution of the author function as it relates to the implied authority of 

encyclopedias through ages. 

 

4.3.2  Philosophers, Monks and Editors 

In the previous section I outlined the evolution of the role of the author figure along with 

the evolution of the implied authority attributed to the title of author. Through such a 

historical survey, authorship emerges as a concept influenced by social and political 

conditions and shaped by the technological limitations of any given time period. While 

neither the modern encyclopedia nor Wikipedia is considered to be an expression of the 

author function in the romantic sense, that is the expression of a homogenous subjective 

presence, the history of the encyclopedic form nevertheless follows the historical trajectory 

outlined above. 

The earliest recorded philosophical inquiries that formed the basis of encyclopedic 

thought defined the author function as well as it defined the understanding of knowledge. 

In the following centuries, the scarcity of newly written material and institutions that 

encouraged the collection of new facts, bestowed upon these ancient texts unquestioned 

reverence and authority. The mode of production of books before the invention of the 

printing press compounded and contributed to these social and political factors. This is to 

say that, as long as the production of books was a laborious and time-consuming process, the 

mere fact that a certain book was chosen for reproduction implied an inherent significance 

of the work in question that only grew over centuries. 
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As Foucault illustrated, during the pre-Modern era, the name of the compiler 

attached to the encyclopedia was the very mark of authority for its contents. While the 

modern scientific practice of attribution and citation is a method of identification and 

classification, the medieval text derived its authority through the name of the author it was 

associated with. This practice clearly explains the habit of associating pre-Modern 

encyclopedias with the name of their compilers, even though most of these texts were as 

much a collection of disparate authors as any edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica. 

In my analysis of the evolution of the bases of knowledge over time, I quoted 

Shapin’s study regarding the emergence and evolution of the modern scientific community. 

In his study, Shapin argued that the community of scientific pioneers of 18th-century 

England adopted the socially implicit rules of conduct that governed their daily lives such as 

the norms of gentlemanly behavior, into signifiers of trust and verifiability. In the context of 

authorship and authority, Shapin’s argument suggests similar lines of development both 

with Foucault’s analysis and my historical overview of the history of encyclopedias. 

The earliest examples of modern encyclopedias that emerged after Bacon’s call for 

new facts during 17th and 18th centuries all came to be recognized through their compilers, 

such as Moreri, Harris, Chambers and most famously, Diderot and d’Alembert. As these 

works aspired to be in line with the new principles regarding knowledge and scientific 

authority, this personal association can be attributed to their transitional nature, in line with 

Shapin’s arguments, between the medieval compilations and the modern, institutionalized 

encyclopedic sets. It is remarkable that within less than a century the leading encyclopedia 

became known primarily by its name, Encyclopaedia Britannica, and not by that of its editor-

in-chief. During the intervening time between the publication of the Encyclopédie and the 

Britannica, modern scientific principles were disseminated throughout Europe and 

transformed the basis of authority. 

Along with the transformation of the basis of knowledge that occurred as a result of 

the Enlightenment and the Scientific Revolution, the implied authority of a certain work 

transferred from the individual recognized to be the creator of the work to external 

institutions and mechanisms that were designed on the principles of impartiality and 

objectivity. Modern scientific practices such as peer-review emerged to guarantee the 
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verifiability of scientific publications and institutions such as universities redefined their 

role as arbiters of expertise in all the newly developing areas of knowledge. Adapting to this 

new climate, the editors of Britannica along with other contemporary encyclopedias 

increasingly highlighted the academic credentials and other intellectual merits of their 

contributors, such as the number of Nobel Prize winners among their contributors, and the 

individual traits of the editor-in-chief. 

A closer analysis of the authorship practices implied within encyclopedias over 

centuries also reveals a clear path of evolution along the lines recognized by literary 

historians concerning literature and scientific writing as a whole. Starting with leading 

philosophers, encyclopedias developed based on the authority of notable intellectuals, as the 

reputation of their names were commonly recognized and identifiable as sources of 

authority. Along with the emergence of modern scientific model, following a transition 

period, the authority implied in encyclopedic writing transferred the basis of its claim to the 

affinity with institutions of science, such as universities. It is evident that encyclopedia 

presents an accurate depiction of the source of authority and the current regime of the 

author function over centuries. In the following section, I will analyze the author function 

as it can be observed in Wikipedia. 

 

4.3.3  From Anons to Zealots with Barnstars 

When Larry Sanger proposed trying out wikis to foster article creation for the struggling 

Nupedia project in 2001, the few accredited contributors working within the strictly 

established parameters of Nupedia found the prospect problematic. Their unease with the 

open nature of Wikipedia relates to the challenges that the project poses to the established 

author function and the authority implied in all modern encyclopedias. A closer look at the 

authorship practices of Wikipedia reveals that it is completely different from the 

encyclopedias it replaced in the daily lives of most people. In this section, I will present an 

analysis of these differences and consider some of the possible consequences and 

implications of this transition. Previously, I discussed the technological foundations and key 
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principles that define Wikipedia, however, the collaborative authorship practices that lie at 

the center of its content creation process require further elaboration. 

The study of collaborative authorship dates back to a time before the popularization 

of Wikipedia and other projects adopting the Wiki technology. A number of studies have 

aimed at establishing ideal conditions for the most effective collaboration practices while 

others have strived to identify behavioral patterns and to understand the inherent social 

dynamics among a group of collaborators. In her 1993 essay, Amy Shuman recognizes the 

complex social and political dimensions involved in any analysis of literacy and authorship, 

and argues that the collaborative nature of a text does not, in itself, guarantee any degree of 

neutrality (Shuman, 265). However, collaboration itself in writing has undergone a 

transition with the introduction of ubiquitous networked computers and specialized 

software platforms of which Wikis are just one example. 

Addressing the challenges posed by the new medium, Nora Miller argued in a 2005 

article that the established legal and educational systems based on the idea of a definitive 

author associated with individual works is being subverted by the affordances of the 

Internet (39). Echoing earlier work on the potential of hypertext, Miller cites the interactive 

nature of online communication where a reader can become an editor and a writer through 

inserting comments or responding just as easily as on a similar platform (39). In the context 

of Wikipedia, Miller argues that names associated with individual edits are recorded and 

highlighted not “to assert authorship per se. Rather, other readers use it to determine 

whether a page has changed since they last viewed it, or to discover the identity of a writer 

who perhaps introduced an error or a spurious comment” (40). 

In Wikipedia, while main article pages do not carry any names associated with them, 

as every single edit is individually stored in the system, anyone can trace the evolution of an 

article and observe which changes were made by which user or, in some cases, which I.P. 

address in the case of anonymous edits colloquially known as “anons”. Every registered user 

of Wikipedia is assigned a homepage where their activity can be observed by their peers and 

visitors. Also, the community has implemented merit badges, or “barnstars” as they are 

called in the community, to mark the significant contributions and milestones in a user’s 

history of activity. These and other methods are aimed at fostering a sense of achievement, 
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and encouraging feelings of belonging within the community and ultimately at increasing 

the retention of editors. 

Given the popularity of Wikipedia as a resource and the growth and complexity of its 

community, there have been numerous studies devoted to the authorship practices of 

Wikipedia. In a 2005 study by Emigh and Herring, the authors argue that the open and 

collaborative editing of Wikipedia entries provides content that is “largely indistinguishable 

stylistically from expert created” sources (9). The authors identify the rationale for this 

consistency in the social structure of Wikipedia and propose two distinct forces at work 

(ibid): 

i. Wikipedia users appropriate norms and expectations about what an 
encyclopedia should be, including norms of formality, neutrality, and 
consistency, from the larger culture. 

ii. These norms are enforced through the agency of dedicated, socially- approved 
members of the Wikipedia community. 

 

Emigh and Herring also argue that the ease of editing afforded by Wiki software, which 

allows for incremental improvements in styling and formatting, is also a contributing factor 

in the formal structure and presentation of articles. According to the authors, editors who 

are most comfortable with using the open tools provided by the Wiki software are usually 

the ones who are responsible for the greatest amount of work directed at the standardization 

of articles (1). 

In a study aiming to determine the characteristics of editors who are responsible for 

high quality contributions, authors Anthony et al. identify two types of contributors 

common to open source projects and other open, collaborative content creation platforms. 

Contributors associated with the first type, the “zealots”, are members who devote large 

amounts of their time and effort to the project and who are deeply committed to its goals, 

the second type of contributors, the “good Samaritans”, make occasional contributions as 

they are motivated to edit an article upon noticing a deficiency which they consider 

themselves to be particularly well-equipped to address (2005). The authors define high 

quality contributions as individual edits with high retention rates. It is noteworthy to point 

out that the authors of the study do not claim to be able to take the actual quality of the 
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contributions into consideration and, therefore, do not make qualitative judgments. The 

metric is based on the proposition that a high-quality contribution would be more likely to 

remain on the site without being reverted or subjected to further edits. While, with the 

authors’ admission, this metric overlooks many aspects of Wikipedia’s content creation 

process (ignored articles, edit wars and so on), their results are still helpful in identifying 

certain patterns. According to Anthony and his colleagues, registered users with greater 

experience tend to create higher quality edits whereas highest quality contributions from 

anonymous users are made by inexperienced editors (16). Overall, the authors argue that the 

model represented by Wikipedia challenges conventional expectations regarding 

contributions to collaborative projects:  

Open source production alters the quantity of producers, which in turn affects the 
quality of the production process itself. Our findings that one-time, anonymous 
Good Samaritans, as well as committed experts, contribute high quality content to 
Wikipedia suggest that open source production enables the exploitation of 
untapped productive resources that overcome barriers to efficient production of 
collective goods. (20) 

 

While the collaborative writing space of Wikipedia fosters an open and flexible flow 

for the creation of its encyclopedic content, the myriad of policies and guidelines are 

essential in channeling the efforts of its contributors in the most effective manner, according 

to the goals of the project. While the myriad policies and guidelines of Wikipedia constitute 

the core of its identity and provide a formative role for its editors, they also serve as 

shorthand and common ground in discussions within the community. In fact, being able to 

cite policies and guidelines adeptly is an acquired skill among seasoned editors while over-

reliance on policies to prove a point or being overzealous in their application has its own 

pejorative name, “Wikilawyering” (“Wikipedia: Wikilawyering”). 

In a 2008 study by Beschastnikh et al., the authors investigated such citation 

practices employed by contributors within the context of various discussions and found that 

the policies play a very important role in the self-governance of the community (1). The 

study notes the essential role of citing policies as the connection between the overall goals 

and principles of the project and the day-to-day activities of it editors, and argues that the 

practice is very common among both new and veteran users (ibid.). The authors also argue 
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that being able to communicate through shared guidelines is essential in creating an 

inclusive community. The finding of this study also corroborates another study I have 

mentioned by Bryant during my initial discussion of Wikipedia where she identified 

Wikipedia as a “community of practice”, defined by three tenets (2005): 

i. Members are mutually engaged.  
ii. Members actively negotiate the nature of the enterprise.  
iii. They have a collective repertoire of negotiable resources.  

 

In a 2008 attempt to identify the practices that produce the highest quality articles, 

Jones investigated the differences in patterns of revision between Wikipedia’s Featured 

Articles and articles that were nominated for Featured status but were subsequently 

rejected. According to Wikipedia : 

Featured content represents the best that Wikipedia has to offer. These are the 
articles, pictures, and other contributions that showcase the polished result of the 
collaborative efforts that drive Wikipedia. All featured content undergoes a 
thorough review process to ensure that it meets the highest standards and can 
serve as the best example of our end goals. A small bronze star in the top right 
corner of a page indicates that the content is featured. 
 
Jones argues that successful “Featured Article” candidates benefit from more edits 

concerning stylistic aspects of their writing. “The effects of Wikipedia’s growth, evidenced 

by additions to articles and encouraged by the consensus-making features of the site, provide 

an abundance of ‘macrostructure’ material; however, for articles that are perceived to be of 

lesser quality, this abundance is not coupled with a similar wealth of stylistic editing” (Jones, 

283). The findings of the study can, again, be interpreted as a validation of the goals and 

ideals of Wikipedia, as higher numbers of contributions, and more diverse contributions, are 

essential to achieving articles that exhibit greatest overall quality. 

The studies discussed above contribute to establishing a more nuanced 

understanding of the author function as it emerged and evolved within the Wikipedia 

community. By adopting the collaborative work practices first established by open source 

software communities and by laying out comprehensive and detailed policies and guidelines, 

Wikipedia appears to have successfully transformed the process of writing encyclopedic 

articles. While questions regarding the sustainability of the project’s future will always be 
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relevant, as a model, Wikipedia challenges the institutional authority inherent in expert 

written encyclopedias of the past centuries and replaces it with validated sources and a novel 

form of peer-review. 

I have presented the evolution of the author function in encyclopedias over centuries 

and in accordance with the analyses of leading historians in the field. While the author 

figure emerged as the source and guarantor of its own authority, changing social and 

intellectual trends led to the development of institutions specialized in recognizing and 

arbitrating authority. Wikipedia represents a model whereby each text is validated through 

another and the authority of encyclopedic knowledge is justified through the richness of the 

network of validations it can call upon. In this new discursive network, to use Foucault’s 

terminology, the author figure is only one of the differentiators of a single edit. As 

mentioned before, each edit is recorded individually, no matter how seemingly insignificant, 

and they are delineated by the date and time of when the edit was saved along with the 

username (I.P. address in the case of anonymous edits) of the editor who made it.  The result 

is an encyclopedia written by no one in particular and which disseminates its contents 

through the World Wide Web. 

In the next section, I will discuss the organizational principles along which 

Wikipedia is produced and accessed, and contrast these practices with previous 

encyclopedias and some of the ideas I have discussed in the second chapter concerning 

imagined ways to advance encyclopedias through 20th century.  
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4.4  Organizing Principles 

4.4.1  Medium and the Message 

Building on constantly evolving principles concerning knowledge and authority, 

encyclopedias were equally shaped by their approach to organizing content. While they were 

initially an integral part of questions regarding the nature of knowledge, very early on in the 

development of encyclopedias organizational principles became an independent area of 

development and experimentation. As Clark notes: 

The ordering of knowledge is as much at the center of the encyclopedic enterprise 
as is the discovery or retrieval of knowledge. If knowledge is merely heaped up, it 
cannot be communicated, cannot be used. This mass of data, then, like noise in 
information theory, is the ground against which complex orders and information 
become perceptible. (99) 

 

Moreover, the influence of the changing media landscape over encyclopedias can be 

observed most clearly through their organizing schemes. To illustrate, in the following 

sections I will go through my earlier findings regarding organizing principles and analyze 

them through the co-evolution of communication media. 

 The impact of the particular media of communication on the organizing principles 

of any given encyclopedic project proves to be of comparable importance to the 

understanding of knowledge and authorship. The shift from orality to literacy, considered 

to be one of the most important moments of transition in history by many scholars such as 

Ong, Bolter, Innis and McLuhan, among others, also enabled the recording of encyclopedic 

works. It would be inconceivable to imagine that pre-literate cultures did not aspire to 

collect knowledge and pass it on from generation to generation. The deep and rich 

storytelling heritage found in many oral cultures of the past and present indicate they 

achieve this through specialized uses of language and various mnemonic devices. However, 

for the encyclopedic urge to exist in any recognizable shape, the invention of writing, 

specifically of the phonetic alphabet, was crucial. As Walter Ong argued, the externalization 

of language enabled participants of any given culture to identify knowledge separately from 

the knower, and to scrutinize it independently. Ong credits the birth of philosophy, history, 

science and all critical, rational thought to this separation. James Gleick, in his volume 
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chronicling the evolution of information storage and processing, also notes that this 

separation “arises at the very dawn of history, as it must, because the history begins with the 

writing. The pastness of the past depends on it” (2011, 28). 

 Following the work of Havelock, Gleick goes on to further discuss the effects of 

writing on the emergence of categorization systems. As Havelock observed, Plato was among 

the first to discuss the effects of writing on the human mind, and he was wary of its 

consequences because he realized the externalization of knowledge would be the result of 

this technology. As Havelock argues (Havelock qtd. in Gleick, 37): 

[Plato] is trying for the first time in history to identify this group of general mental 
qualities, and seeking for a term which will label them satisfactorily under a single 
type … He it was […] who hailed the portent and correctly identified it. In so doing, 
he so to speak confirmed and clinched the guesses of a previous generation which 
had been feeling its way towards the idea that you could “think,” and that thinking 
was a very special kind of psychic activity, very uncomfortable, but also very 
exciting, and one which required a very novel use of Greek. 

 

Aristotle built on this foundation by expanding on the act of thinking, through his 

categories, which, according to Gleick and Ong, allowed him to formulate abstract logic. 

Gleick states that, “logic descended from the written word, in Greece as well as India and 

China, where it developed independently” (37). In short, the introduction of literacy 

enabled “a twisting journey from things to words, from words to categories, from categories 

to metaphor and logic” (Gleick, 39). 

The evolution of these metaphors throughout ages came to define the organizational 

schemes of encyclopedias for the rest of their history. After the adoption of paper and book 

format in the late Roman era, the encyclopedic form was only challenged with the 

introduction of print several centuries later. Earlier in this study, I have covered extensively 

the study of the effects of the printing press on social change. Whether one would agree 

with scholars such as Eisenstein on the degree of impact of these changes, or her 

observations regarding the effects created by the proliferation of print is not at issue. Among 

the six major effects of the proliferation of the printing press Eisenstein identified, which I 

discussed in detail in chapter one, “Standardization, Reorganization and Preservation”, had 

a direct influence on the organizational structures employed by encyclopedia compilers. 
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Standardization among different copies of the same work allowed compilers greater 

control over their output while offering them the space to include more detailed maps, 

charts and other visual materials. In addition to increased standardization, Eisenstein argues 

that the most important change occurred in the mode of preservation. While books used to 

be made out of the most durable materials available and were treated as valuable artifacts, 

the abundance of print redefined the preservation of books through an abundance of copies. 

Both standardization of content and the new approach towards preservation was 

instrumental in motivating compilers to agree upon and share organizational paradigms, or 

what Eisenstein called reorganization. For the first time in history, printing made it possible 

to reference the contents of a book by page number across all copies. This greatly facilitated 

the preparation of common bibliographical indexes and library catalogues, while such works 

existed before, their utility was extremely limited as catalogues and bibliographies could only 

refer to individual copies of books or contents of a specific library. Arguably, the greater 

need for standardization among different works diminished the appeal for individual editors 

to leave their mark in the shape of unique categorization systems, and in turn proved a 

motivation for slowly embracing alphabetical sorting. 

While the proliferation of print has brought the encyclopedia into modern era, my 

previous analysis of 20th-century thinkers on the subject illustrated that the limitation of 

print was becoming apparent, and that the next step in the evolution of the organization of 

encyclopedic knowledge was apparent to even some of the earliest pioneers of the period. In 

this section I aimed at establishing the evolution of patterns in the organizational schemes 

of encyclopedic thought, and the ways in which they interact with particular media 

ecologies, I will now highlight some of the particular choices made by compilers throughout 

centuries to illustrate how these overall patterns are manifested in notable works.  
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4.4.2  Scrolls, Codices and Sets 

The imposed compromise arising from the struggle between the limitations of what is 

physically possible with any given medium and the urge to contain all that can be known 

defines the history of encyclopedias. The history I have outlined in the earlier sections of 

this study illustrated that, while the evolving media landscapes have a profound influence on 

the organizational paradigms of encyclopedias, within each era, the organizational scheme 

also proves to be one of the most prominent areas where individual compilers can 

differentiate their efforts from their predecessors and contemporaries. While this was 

especially the case during the medieval period, when in 1974 philosopher Mortimer Adler 

became the chairman of the board of editors of the Encyclopedia Britannica with the intent 

of revitalizing the enterprise, his most notable effort was a restructuring of the articles 

contained in the encyclopedia into distinct sets, namely Micropaedia, Macropaedia and 

Propaedia, thereby attesting to the enduring importance of organizational principles. 

The metaphorical shape of a container in which one could combine all human 

knowledge would undoubtedly be defined by the assumptions of the compiler regarding the 

nature of that knowledge and the authorial role he or she envision for the editor, as well as 

those concerning the physical limitations of the medium in use. In terms of physical form, 

while the dialogues of Plato and the treatises of Aristotle were originally recorded on 

papyrus scrolls, the availability of paper ensured that the codex quickly became the norm for 

compilers, given the apparent increase in capacity, durability and other practical 

implications. While the physical shape of a book, whether hand-written or printed with 

movable type did not change for nearly two millennia, the organization of the knowledge 

within the covers of books offers unique insights into the priorities and perspectives of 

compilers. 

While initially based on Aristotle’s Categories, the complexity involved in the 

organizational schemes developed by compilers grew as their sources increased in number 

and diversity, however slowly. Moreover, the impulse to present a visual representation of 

the imagined organization of knowledge can also be dated to antiquity, emphasizing the 

intention to present an all-encompassing view of the knowledge landscape.  As previously 
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noted, Porphyry of Tyre, who inspired the later Roman compilers with his illustration of 

Aristotle’s Categories into a tree of knowledge, visualized the conceptions of knowledge 

inherent in all the encyclopedic works up to that point. However, among the first changes 

made to the foundations laid by Aristotle were various expansions, also made by Roman 

compilers that aimed at being more practical for their contemporary readers. Subsequently, 

the ever-widening scope of encyclopedic works provided the template for the great Medieval 

encyclopedias, whose compilers defined the form and content of encyclopedic knowledge 

for the following six centuries. 

Among the most important organizing principles of the Medieval encyclopedia is the 

emphasis on completeness and comprehensiveness. Hugh of St. Victor’s Didascalion 

represents the expansion of the fields of knowledge in the passing millennium from the time 

of Porphyry. Vincent de Beauvais’s 13th-century work, Speculum Mauis, is considered to be 

one of the greatest achievements of this era and its name, meaning the great mirror, 

exemplifies the intent of the medieval encyclopedist. I have previously illustrated that the 

medieval encyclopedia was designed with the intention of becoming a companion work to 

the Book of God. Concerning this arrangement, Clark argues that “figuring the 

encyclopedia as mirror image implies that there is already an order or system to be 

discovered in human affairs and nature, and that the book can reflect this order that is 

unchanging and originates from God” (99). 

The transformation that occurred due to the proliferation of the printing press that 

preceded the Reformation and Renaissance in Europe has been extensively covered 

throughout this study. However, it is pertinent to highlight that the organizing principles of 

encyclopedias were influenced by the proliferation of the printing press through the ideals 

of the Renaissance and the Enlightenment, which it partly enabled, as argued by Eisenstein, 

and not through any immediate effects on the craft of the compiler. 

Following the revolutionary ideals of Francis Bacon and his call to collect and 

compile new knowledge at the end of the 16th century, first steps were taken that would lead 

to the emergence of the modern encyclopedia. Clark goes on to illustrate the change that 

occured during this critical period:  
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There is still a divine order in nature, but it is no longer simply given, easily 
reflected. Rather, nature needs interpreting. In the interests of objectivity, the 
encyclopedist, like the scientist, must now be respectful of nature's differences and 
attentive to his own biases. At this point, the encyclopedic project becomes self-
conscious and self-figuring; encyclopedists describe their methods and assumptions 
in prefaces, discourses and articles on the encyclopedia. (100) 

 

 The shift to alphabetical organization from thematic classification is one of the 

defining features of the modern encyclopedia. It signifies, by treating all the subject matter 

equally, an objective viewpoint on the part of the compiler while it also points to an infinite 

number of possible connections among articles via cross-references. This fundamental shift 

in organizational principles is inseparable from the transformation in the understanding of 

knowledge that also occurred during this period. With the foundation of modern scientific 

disciplines, treatment of all subject matter from an equal critical distance became a much 

more suitable option, as opposed to the thematic classification of the Medieval 

encyclopedias whose ordering system was attributed to theology or to philosophical stances 

that were considered true and beyond questioning. 

While alphabetization standardized organizing principles among different 

encyclopedias, editors’ desire to make their mark on the overall scheme they envisioned for 

their works persisted, mostly in the prefaces or other preliminary material and, perhaps most 

notably, in the “trees of knowledge” and other visualizations. While a continuation of a 

practice that dates back to antiquity, the tree of knowledge featured or was alluded to in 

most of the works of the early Enlightenment philosophers, including Bacon. When 

Diderot and d’Alembet presented their version of Bacon’s classification of knowledge, first 

in the Preliminary Discourse, and then later in the Encyclopédie, it was one more way for 

them to express their progressive views to their readers. However, as I have previously 

argued, the inclusion of such visualizations was more as demonstrations of the landscape of 

knowledge as understood by the compiler and not as navigational aids or roadmaps. Perhaps 

more noteworthy might be Diderot’s adaptation of a seemingly neutral stance, which might 

be considered subversive in and of itself, in the form of the alphabetical classification to his 

ideological and political preferences. His seemingly benign cross-references would refer to 

contradicting articles or hints as to the opinions of the editors (Yeo, 2001, 45). 
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While most of the pioneering works of the Enlightenment attempted to chart 

relationships between the newly established sciences, one notable exception was the first 

edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica. While its editor admittedly rushed the first edition, 

later and much improved incarnations of the famous encyclopedia never resorted to 

providing a diagram to present the overarching scheme behind its alphabetically organized 

articles. However, the overall organization of the body of knowledge has certainly continued 

to hold importance in the mind of the editor-in-chief. Mortimer Adler, the editor of the 

fifteenth edition of the Britannica who stated that “an encyclopaedia should not merely be a 

'storehouse of facts,' but should also be a 'systematic survey of all departments of 

knowledge’" (Adler, qtd. in Clark, 101). Clark also notes that Adler returned to the circular 

nature of knowledge implied in the word  “encyclopedia”, and highlights the equality of all 

points around the circumference of a circle as a representation of the equality of all branches 

of knowledge, a gesture that arguably found its greatest incarnation in print with 

alphabetical ordering of articles. 

The remarks of Adler, highlighting the suitability of alphabetical organization to 

Plato’s original vision, arguably provides one of the strongest cases that the modern 

encyclopedia reached a peak in its development during the early 20th century. Building on 

several centuries of refinement, the modern encyclopedia appeared to have reached the 

limits of what is possible with available means of media technology. However, the ever-

accelerating accumulation of knowledge never ceased to render previous efforts inadequate, 

and indeed this challenge is a defining feature of the contemporary encyclopedic endeavor, 

and the continuing pattern for oncoming decades. 

The attempts to transcend the limits of printed volumes in order to create a more 

complete and easily navigable encyclopedia were covered extensively in chapter two. As my 

overview of the works of Otlet and Wells in that chapter have illustrated, improving the 

efforts of these visionaries were not primarily focused on challenging the understanding of 

knowledge implied in an encyclopedic work, or imagining new forms of authorship. Instead, 

Otlet and Wells were concerned with improving the coverage of the encyclopedia and 

rendering its contents more accessible and pervasive. Even when their speculations and 

musings passed into the domain of pure science fiction, prominent authors of 20th century, 



 

 153 

arguably with the exception of Douglas Adams, imagined encyclopedias that are less bound 

by the limitations of printed books and as more accessible repositories of interconnected 

knowledge. 

The imagined leap forward materialized in the form of computer-based 

communications and hypertext it enabled. The computerization of text entry and 

organization redefined what is possible for compilations of knowledge. However, the 

introduction of hypertext was followed closely by the World Wide Web, where links not 

only connect parts of a single work but potentially connect every piece of information on 

the entire network. While at first glance these developments resemble precisely what 

futurists like Otlet and Wells dreamt of at the beginning of the century, an interconnected 

network of knowledge that allows organic growth, the combined effect of the global 

Internet also fostered an entirely new type of encyclopedia that was capable of growing in 

coverage and reaching previously unimaginable levels of dissemination. 

As the struggle to transcend the limitations of print only serves to illustrate, the form 

and organizational principles of encyclopedias were fundamentally shaped by the nature of 

the book prevalent at the time of the compiler. As Cormack and Mazzio state in Book Use, 

Book Theory: 1500-1700, “to use a book is to experience it in time” (3). In this section, I 

have illustrated the constant struggle of compilers to advance their works through better 

organizational principles, through which they both aspired to improve navigation for their 

readers while materializing their philosophical stances regarding the categorization of 

knowledge. As the authors of Book Use, Book Theory argue:  

To use a book is to engage with it as a set of forms and as a condition of thought; in 
this sense, the history of the book use and the history of theoretical speculation are 
entwined. Indeed, when authors or printers deployed textual forms to make books 
more navigable or useful, they often reflected upon those technologies to emphasize 
the book’s relation to specific fields of knowledge and specific forms of thinking. 
(5) 
 
Having now established the close relationship between the organizational principles 

of encyclopedias and the dominant method of their production, in the following section of 

this study, I will analyze the next phase of their interconnected evolution. 
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4.4.3  Interconnectedness of all Things 

In previous chapters I covered the technical and conceptual history of the evolution of 

hypertext and the Internet. As I have argued, the origins and evolution of these tools gave 

Wikipedia some of its founding principles and continue to guide the project today. 

However, when analyzing the organizational principles of Wikipedia, the impact of 

networked ubiquitous computing and hypertext becomes significantly more concrete. As I 

will demonstrate in this section, when compared to other initiatives from established 

encyclopedia makers to put their compilations online, Wikipedia presents itself as a native of 

its medium. This, indeed, is an encyclopedia only made possible through the sufficient 

maturity of its chosen method of production. While Wikipedia does not represent the 

pinnacle of the Web’s evolution, for the Web is still considered “new media”, it is 

undeniably the shape of things to come, particularly where organizational principles are 

concerned. In this section, I will explore the ways in which Wikipedia is shaped, and defined, 

by its nature as an online, hyperlink-based encyclopedia and analyze how these 

characteristics contribute to setting it apart from previous encyclopedic works. 

 The unique nature of hypertext has been under study throughout twentieth century. 

As mentioned earlier, the fictional works of Borges that questioned the nature of narrative 

flow and cause-and-effect may be considered early inquiries into the logic of hypertext. 

Following the actual realization of the technology, more analytical and comprehensive 

works followed. For example, in Writing Space, Bolter argued that with the proliferation of 

hypertext and computer-based communication, “we may come to associate with text the 

qualities of the computer (flexibility, interactivity, speed of distribution) rather than those 

of print (stability and authority)” (2001). I have discussed extensively the processes through 

which these associations with different media technologies are formed. In the case of 

hypertext, the ease of connection it allows between two arbitrary points and the actual ease 

of navigating through these links--one click from the user of a computer vs. potentially 

having to physically locate another volume of an encyclopedia and manually opening the 

referenced article--transform the experience of navigating the repository offered by the 

encyclopedia. While the increase in usability is so evident that it might be possible to argue 
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that every compiler who ever used cross-references in his/her encyclopedia aspired to 

something like the hyperlink, the effects of computer-based writing go further than an 

improvement in navigation. 

 In his study on the nature and effects of hypertext, Christian Vandendorpe echoes 

some of Bolter’s arguments (2009, 2):  

Whereas a book intrinsically has a totalizing function and aims to cover a whole 
area of knowledge, hypertext encourages the use of a large number of links in order 
to explore associations between ideas, to “spread out” rather than to “dig,” in the 
hope of engaging readers whose interests are constantly changing, moving from 
association to association. Every concept referred to in a hypertext is thus 
potentially a distinct entry that can in turn generate new branchings [sic], or more 
precisely, new rhizomes. It should be added that hypertext is by nature opaque, 
unlike a book, which has multiple, constantly accessible reference points. While 
reading a book is marked by duration and a certain continuity, reading hypertext is 
marked by a sense of urgency, discontinuity, and constant choices. 
 

 Vandendorpe goes on to argue that the effects of the medium can be felt beyond the 

ergonomics of the works prepared and which function within the actual composition of the 

text itself (35). This argument is in line with most of the other authors quoted earlier in this 

study regarding the increased critical distance between the reader and the text introduced 

first by print, and now by hypertext. Both transformations, of course, stem from the initial 

separation of the word from its utterer through the technology of writing and the phonetic 

alphabet. 

In the case of Wikipedia, the nature of hypertext defines the experiences of both 

access to and creation of its content. The “Contents” link on the “Main Page” of the English 

Wikipedia leads the user to a portal featuring different sorting methods that can be used to 

explore the contents of the encyclopedia (“Main Page”, “Portal: Contents”). The portal 

offers a sample from thousands of different lists, among them many lists of lists, in addition 

to different timeline views. Wikipedia also offers various category views, and broader 

“Portals” that aim to cover broader sets of articles, all identified and organized by editors in 

accordance with the guidelines identified in the “Wikipedia:Categorization” article. 
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Figure 8 Content Listings of Wikipedia 

 

This portal is an illustration of what David Weinberger calls a “third order of order” 

where both the information itself and the system of classification are digitized and therefore 

subject to further manipulation (2007, 19). Classifying physical objects themselves as the 

first order of order, Weinberger identifies traditional indices and catalogs as second order of 

order where the subjects of the order are still manifest in the physical world, like volumes of 

an encyclopedia or the contents of a library (ibid). As the above illustrated portal illustrates, 

storing both the contents and the system of categorization on a digital platform transforms 

the means to access the contents of any catalog. While this flexibility to adapt any 

categorization scheme simultaneously is a remarkable achievement in itself, even more 

remarkable is the fact that the overwhelming majority of users never require any formal 

categorization scheme at all to navigate the largest encyclopedia ever compiled. The typical 

consultation with Wikipedia is usually initiated by a search, through a general purpose 

internet search engine like Google, or through Wikipedia’s omnipresent search function on 

any of its pages. Following this initial entry point, the user can follow other links within the 

article following his or her own path, just as Otlet imagined a century ago, and all hypertext 

scholars and technologists have described over the past decades. 

Alphabetical ordering of articles was heralded during the Enlightenment as it gave 

the opportunity for compilers to approach each subject from an equal distance. However, 

the overall organization of knowledge was still subject to the preferences of the compiler and 

was either implied through cross-references, or explicitly stated in the diagrams or treatises 

prefacing the encyclopedia content. Wikipedia’s interlinked articles recast the entire implied 

system of knowledge as a “miscellaneous” category, as coined by David Weinberger, and 

leave the shape of the connections to be formed up to each reader through each session. For 
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the common reader, Wikipedia contains a system of knowledge whose complexity and 

interconnectedness is implied and built step by step over iterations rather than through an 

all-encompassing system imposed from the beginning by the editor-in-chief. 

Beyond this transformation in ease of use and accessibility, the particular 

characteristics of Wiki software, built on top of the basic architecture of hyperlinks, allows 

Wikipedia to expand not only the reach of its coverage as I have so far illustrated, but the 

depth of this coverage as well. The fact that Wikipedia stores, and makes available, its entire 

history in all of its iterative steps, as well as the discussion that was involved in making these 

changes, is arguably a greater transformation over the previous encyclopedic efforts than the 

increase in navigability and organizational agility. In addition to rendering the process of 

article creation entirely transparent to its readers, prospective and experienced editors are 

able to observe and identify where their efforts might be most useful. However, the effects of 

ubiquitous capture of all activity that goes on in Wikipedia are more fundamental and far 

reaching. In a column written for the tenth anniversary of Wikipedia James Bridle 

speculated on these consequences (Bridle, 2011):  

This is historiography. This is what culture actually looks like, a process of 
argument, of dissenting and accreting opinion, of gradual and not always correct 
codification. And for the first time in history, we're building a system that, perhaps 
only for a brief time but certainly for the moment, is capable of recording and 
making use of every single one of those infinitely valuable pieces of information, a 
new project for every generation. 

 

While not always appreciated by the average user or critic, the omnipresent historical 

record that Wikipedia brings to the encyclopedic endeavor is an inseparable component of 

the novelty it represents in the fields of knowledge creation and authorship practices. This is 

why any initiative that aims to increase awareness towards this new literacy to harness all 

that Wikipedia offers has to devote significant attention to understanding the historical 

advances that Wikipedia represents. 

In my analysis of the organizational principles of Wikipedia, I have revisited the 

importance of hypertext and discussed the novel ways in which Wikipedia treats its own 

history and what this new attitude might signify. While many detractors over the past 

decade of Wikipedia’s existence have directed their criticism towards its issues of knowledge 
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and its specific version of authorship, the advances resulting from hypertext and the Wiki 

software that builds on top of Wikipedia are so clearly a net positive for the goals of the 

encyclopedic ideal that they have rarely been questioned. However, the organizational 

principles that constitute a significant part of Wikipedia emerge as an integral part of its 

attitude towards knowledge and authorship practices. While the accessibility and 

transparency enabled by the technical implementation of hypertext and Wiki software 

emerges as the most celebrated features of Wikipedia, the perceived advances they represent 

enable, and are enabled by, the wider framework of understanding knowledge and 

authorship practices, representing a novel approach to encyclopedia making as a whole. 
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5.  Conclusion 

 

“Making fun of Wikipedia is so 2007” one French journalist reportedly told Sue Gardner, 

the executive officer of the Wikimedia Foundation, during the 2011 edition of the annual 

Wikimania conference (Cohen, 2011). While celebrating its 10 years in existence,  

Wikipedia is shifting its focus from trying to establish itself as an acceptable source of 

knowledge to efforts of sustaining its community and improving quality in existing 

languages while fostering the growth of others. Amidst the growing acceptance of Wikipedia 

as an instantly accessible replacement for the modern encyclopedia set, a multitude of issues 

and concerns remain unresolved. While a doctoral dissertation might not be the ideal 

context to satisfactorily address these issues, I aim to situate Wikipedia within the 

encyclopedic tradition of the West, to provide a better understanding of its novelties while 

also highlight previously overlooked continuities.  

To achieve this goal, I started in the first chapter by demonstrating that encyclopedic 

thought is as old as culture itself. I presented the emergence and evolution of the physical 

manifestations of this thought from its origins in Ancient Greece to the beginning of 20th 

century. Initially emerged as the stated goal of Plato’s famed Academy, encyclopedia refers 

more towards an ideal, an urge to compile, organize and store knowledge rather than a 

particular set of practices. Following Plato and Aristotle, Roman compilers such as Pliny and 

Cassiodorus expanded their ideas, partly enabled by the cheap availability of paper and 

introduction of the book form, and created encyclopedic works of landmark importance. In 

the following centuries, Medieval compilers further evolved the basic format arrived at by 

their Roman predecessors and produced compilations of great size and breadth organized 

under Christian Theology and motivated by their urge to preserve the written heritage in 

their protection. This established system defined encyclopedia making for centuries and was 

only disrupted by the ideas of Francis Bacon and the philosophes of the Enlightenment. 

Motivated by their revolutionary ideals and given the outpouring of new knowledge due to 

the bourgeoning scientific revolution, new encyclopedias have emerged, led by the 

Encyclopédie and Cyclopaedia, embracing alphabetical organization and specialist 
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contributors from diversity of fields. The modern encyclopedia, shaped among these ideals, 

continued to evolve, most visible in the successive editions of Britannica, and arrived at the 

beginning of the 20th century as an established and mature component of modern societies. 

While the evolution presented above was drastic, common ideas and motives define 

the outlook of all the works I have discussed above. To frame this commonality and also 

better understand novelties, I identified three concepts that underlie the entire span of 

encyclopedia history: knowledge, authorship and organization. Initially defined in written 

form by Plato and Aristotle, the question of how to define knowledge and verify it according 

to which principles has been a central issue of western philosophy and evolving 

understanding of knowledge was key for all stages in encyclopedic development. Closely 

related to knowledge and its verification is the question of the role of Authorship and 

through which assumptions or principles encyclopedia editors and contributors establish 

their inherent authority. The third concept, organization, encircles knowledge and 

authority while infusing every encyclopedic work with unique characteristics, therefore 

presenting its own analytical challenge. The history I related in the first chapter is a 

testament that a change in the organizational scheme can have drastic and long-lasting 

consequences. 

At the end of the historical survey I presented in chapter one, I observed that the 

modern encyclopedia was at a point of maturity at the beginning of the 20th century. Faced 

with the ever-increasing speed and diversity of knowledge, the editors of modern 

encyclopedia were becoming increasingly aware of the limitations of print. In chapter two, I 

present a survey of 20th-century attempts to challenge conventions of encyclopedia making 

that was concentrated on transcending these boundaries. Over the course of this chapter, I 

discussed the most notable examples of this struggle coming from disciplines as diverse as 

librarians to science fiction authors. This program was complimented by the prominent 

literary theorists and philosophers of the 20th century who dealt extensively with the 

conceptual roots of knowledge, authority and authorship. While their work is instrumental 

in analyzing the impact of Wikipedia in later sections, I excluded them from the discussion 

of 20th century encyclopedias since my research does not point to any evidence that their 



 

 161 

influence had any direct impact over the editors of present encyclopedias or over the 

creators of the tools that allowed the emergence of Wikipedia. 

In this regard, it is striking that some of the most challenging ideas concerning 

encyclopedias during the 20th century have come from science-fiction writers. While 

speculating on the future of culture and technology can be considered a core tenet of science 

fiction, a genre of literature that fully emerged during the 20th century, it is possible to 

interpret this as a sign of maturity of the modern encyclopedia and its place within the 

society. In contrast, any intellectual of the Middle Ages or early Enlightenment who had 

radically different opinions on how an encyclopedia should be compiled might have actually 

tried to realize their vision instead. 

However, it is noteworthy that most science fiction authors who have written on the 

topic have concentrated on the physicality of encyclopedia and largely concerned themselves 

with ideas to increase access and availability of knowledge, rather than with the question of 

how that knowledge can be produced and by whom. Early pioneers like Otlet and Wells 

clearly saw the need to go beyond printed volumes issued at periodic intervals, however they 

had no motivation to think a technical innovation might alter the way knowledge is 

produced, since any mention of computers were still regarded as autonomous calculators, if 

at all. By the time Adams imagined his portable, wirelessly updating and collaboratively 

written Hitchhiker’s Guide in the 1980s, the computer has been transformed from brass cogs 

and levers of Babbage’s Difference Engine to a general purpose, easy-to-use and affordable 

appliance and was about to become the gateway to a global network that allowed previously 

unimaginable alleys of communication and collaboration 

It is clear that the social implications of these breakthroughs, specifically as 

authoring tools, were beyond the imagination of most science-fiction authors and futurists. 

Although computers came into existence as calculating machines, the underlying ideal 

behind their design, from the time of Leibniz to Bush, has been to provide a personal tool 

for dealing with cerebral processes. As the technical capacity of computers increased 

exponentially, they likewise become evermore accessible through steadily falling prices and 

graphical user interfaces. Pioneers of computer science were aware of the capacity of such a 

personal assistant to surpass any print-based tool in organizing and accessing knowledge. 
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However, only when networked did computers become ubiquitous, so that their inherent 

advantages and latent potential to challenge established notions of knowledge and authority 

became accessible. The relative ubiquity of computers was achieved at the turn of the last 

century, which also marked the birth of online communities focused on building free and 

open source software. These focused communities of specialists were pioneers in the space of 

online collaboration and the community guidelines and best practices emerging from their 

efforts became an influence for online collaborative efforts of all types. 

In the third chapter, I followed the creation and development of Wikipedia, starting 

with the observation that founding principles and guiding ideals of the online encyclopedia 

are a distillation of a century of speculation about the future of encyclopedias and the 

practical approach of the open source software communities. Combining these ideals, 

illustrated in depth in the previous chapter, with the ubiquity of personal computers and 

Internet access, Wikipedia demonstrably resulted in one of the most successful and 

comprehensive intellectual undertakings in history. 

At the heart of the Wikipedia project lie the collaboratively defined notions of 

Neutral Point of View, Verifiability and No Original Research. Together they define 

Wikipedia’s claim to knowledge. Every epoch in encyclopedia making settled on and 

propagated its unique approach to creating and collecting knowledge and Wikipedia is not 

an exception. While the exact implications of the Core Content Policies are subject to 

discussion and ultimately fluid, it is evident that they represent a significant change with 

respect to the modern concept of encyclopedias as they exited until the 20th Century. 

While encyclopedia articles have never been the most prominent display of 

individual authorship, it is clear that the collaborative authorship style inherent in the wiki 

technology poses a challenge towards established notions regarding the identity of an author 

and his/her implied authority. An added complexity concerning this issue is Wikipedia’s 

previously unimaginable feature of self-archiving and the ability to revert the entirety or a 

part of an article to any of these previous edits in an instant. While the loss of the authorial 

voice is an evident issue concerning Wikipedia, the evident distancing between the authors 

of a given article and the visible text accessed by readers is an altogether novel and equally 

interesting problem. 
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As the previous chapter noted, 20th century was marked by a desire to transcend 

print, triggered by the prevalence of other mass media leading to a realization of the 

specificity of print based knowledge creation, transmission and organization. While the 

technologists and pioneering authors of the previous century saw the failings of bound 

volumes and alphabetical organization, the ubiquitous personal computing devices and 

persistent and affordable Internet access delivered the alternative. Today, Wikipedia offers 

instant access to any article with the ease of an Internet search, made even easier by the 

prominent result the encyclopedia gets in Google searches. However, one of the 

fundamental roles of the encyclopedias since ancient times has been to provide an overview, 

a scheme to all knowledge. While Wikipedia offers manually maintained categories and 

thematic portals, its strongest organizational element remains the links within the article to 

other relevant part of the encyclopedia. By transforming the browsing experience with 

hyperlinks, Wikipedia arguably achieves the dream of Otlet, Bush and other computing 

pioneers. However, the question remains, are hyperlinks and the ability for users to create 

their own ‘forking paths” enough or should an encyclopedia aspire to present the totality of 

knowledge in a coherent scheme? While the analysis I have presented in the entirety of this 

study provides insights into these questions, this chapter illustrated that Wikipedia is a 

native of its medium and could have only emerged through the affordances of the Internet 

and ubiquitous personal computing. 

In chapter four, I illustrated that Wikipedia is the latest step in a process that moves 

across time and re-organizes both the author function as well as the reader and user 

functions in ways that have really shaken up our relationship to knowledge and the 

authority by which knowledge is both generated, verified and established while embracing 

the latest developments in technology to advance the organizational structure of an 

encyclopedia. Arguably the most fundamental observation that can be made concerning the 

findings of this analysis is the interconnectedness of all the aspects that make up each era of 

encyclopedia making. The components of medieval encyclopedia were all borne out of, and 

enabled, each other. The same is applicable for the modern encyclopedia. Wikipedia emerges 

as a new form in the long history of encyclopedias only through a combination of its 

approach to knowledge, authorship and organizational practices. 
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The history of encyclopedic knowledge emerges as one long trend spanning two 

millennia, increasingly separating the claim to knowledge and its creator. In the first section 

of this chapter, I demonstrated the evolution of the components of the claim to knowledge 

with the theoretical framework provided by philosophers like Foucault and the historical 

insight provided by scholars such as Burke and Eisenstein. The encyclopedic form emerges 

as a mirror image of assumptions concerning knowledge in each era I have investigated 

which gives any observation concerning Wikipedia additional significance. While certainly 

flawed and very much a work-in-progress, the fundamental principles of Wikipedia, like 

Neutral Point of View, No Original Research and Verifiability, ensure a flexible and 

dynamic understanding of knowledge that embraces the strengths of the Internet as a 

resource while staying true to the encyclopedic ideal. The most dramatic shift embodied by 

Wikipedia is the inclusion policy based on “Verifiability” and not “truth”. The ambiguity of 

the terms being intentional, the working definitions, especially concerning what constitutes 

verifiable sources, are constantly negotiated within the community. While medieval 

encyclopedias based their claim to true knowledge on the fact that they were written and 

passed down from generation to generation, modern sets prided themselves on their reliance 

on specialized, external sources of validified knowledge. I argued that Wikipedia furthers 

this separation between the claim to true knowledge and based on the strengths of its 

community and its chosen medium, it limits its claim to reporting what is, currently defined 

as, verifiable. 

The second section of this chapter analyzed the figure of the encyclopedia author 

and the implicit source of his/her authority. During the course of the 20th century many 

philosophers and literary theorists have analyzed the author function and its construction 

through history. Barthes argued for investigating diverse sets of meaning in each text beyond 

the simple association with an author figure, while Foucault presented the evolution of the 

author function as it emerged and evolved with the rest of society. Building on this 

framework, I have demonstrated the way both Medieval and Modern encyclopedias have 

utilized the prevalent authors functions of their time. While encyclopedias have not been 

considered as works with great authorial intent, I argued that the attitudes of encyclopedia 

compilers throughout ages have also evolved according to patterns laid out by Foucault, in 
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the sense that the source of the authority implied in encyclopedic writing has shifted from 

the individual towards institutions. Given the trajectory of this trend, authorship practices 

of Wikipedia towards encyclopedic knowledge can be considered as the next logical step. 

Whereas the modern encyclopedia has shifted the source of the authority from the compiler 

to the accredited individual contributor, Wikipedia authors are merely tasked by verifying 

their sources and edit according to community guidelines. As Foucault argued, modern 

scientific principles rendered names of individual authors more as organizational aids 

instead of the basis for their claim to authority. Wikipedia takes this process further while 

introducing new aspects to the relationship between a text and its author. Since every single 

edit is individually archived and the accumulated data is freely available to be organized and 

processed in endless combinations, a dual, and seemingly contradictory, relationship 

becomes evident in the case of Wikipedia and authorship. While the author of an 

encyclopedia article and the implied source of his/her authority has never been more 

distant, in that sense continuing the trend of Western Encyclopedias, Wikipedia 

simultaneously offers a model where authorship is definitively recorded and visible for the 

entire Internet to observe on a granularity never before imagined.  

In the third section, covering organizational principles, I returned to the relationship 

between encyclopedias and different communication media, given that the particular 

characteristics emphasized by any given media of communication over encyclopedias can be 

observed most prominently in the organizational schemes adopted by compilers. The 

historical survey I have conducted in the earlier section of this study illustrates that 

organizational principles of encyclopedias are always manifestations of assumptions held 

compilers regarding the overall scheme of knowledge. Following from Aristotle, throughout 

the Middle Ages, compilers aspired to distinguish themselves, and their editorial prowess, by 

providing a superior organizational scheme. The adoption of the alphabetical ordering, in its 

very neutrality towards all subjects, embodied principles of the Enlightenment, following 

the writings of Bacon and particular examples of Chambers and Diderot. In the case of 

Wikipedia, alphabetical ordering of articles is supplanted by the hypertext, whose benefits 

and potential were foreshadowed and predicted by 20th century visionaries like Borges and 

Otlet. The completely digital, densely interlinked database of Wikipedia articles can be 
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browsed completely randomly while simultaneously be organized according to any order of 

classification one can devise. Given the exponential growth in Internet enabled mobile 

device usage, such as smartphones and other portable, relatively low-cost devices, the 

accessibility and ease-of-navigation offered by Wikipedia is undoubtedly a revolutionary 

transformation in the history of encyclopedias. However, my analysis so far has shown that 

this improvement in organizational principles can only be achieved through a coupling of 

simultaneous changes in knowledge and authorship. 

At the outset of this study, my goal was to identify what made Wikipedia special. To 

position it along the long history of encyclopedia making and highlight its novelties. After 

reviewing more than two millennia of history and witnessing the process through which its 

technical and theoretical foundations were set up over a century, I came to identify the 

novelties and the continuities of Wikipedia as parts of a whole.  In its breakthrough 

approach to knowledge, authorship and organization, Wikipedia might be perceived as 

anathema to all the values traditional encyclopedias seem to embody. However, as a result of 

this study, in all its revolutionary aspects, Wikipedia emerges as yet another step in achieving 

the impossible goal of the original encyclopedic ideal. The most novel aspects of Wikipedia 

constitute, in essence, the strongest embodiment of its heritage. 
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Epilogue 

 

While this study has achieved its initial goals, the journey has left me with more questions 

than answers. The breadth and reach of Wikipedia ensures its popularity as an object of 

research. The impact Wikipedia continues to have over education and learning in general is 

a topic of singular importance as the lessons to be learned are relevant not only for 

improving education throughout the world but they might prove to be central in sustaining 

the Wikipedia community. 

Another issue of major importance is the international reach of Wikipedia. While 

for the purposes of this study I have limited my focus to the English version of the online 

encyclopedia, the project is active in 285 languages. Given that Wikipedia is the only 

encyclopedia available in most of those languages, local attitudes towards knowledge and 

authorship is bound to be very interesting areas of study along with the potential for 

interaction among these communities that might not have the opportunity previously. 

While future research might illuminate other aspects of the deep and multifaceted 

aspects of Wikipedia, its community and the interaction of its model with the wider cultural 

spheres beyond the Anglophone world, this study has proven that Wikipedia is, albeit a very 

curious and so far unique, part of the encyclopedic urge that is as old as culture and should 

be evaluated along those lines. 
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Summary 

In March 2012, one year after the 10th anniversary of Wikipedia, the free, online 

encyclopedia that anyone can edit, the editors of the Encyclopaedia Britannica announced 

that no more print editions of the venerable encyclopedia will be made, marking the end of a 

print run that span more than two hundred and forty years. Building on this period of 

disruption of the encyclopedic form, this study offers an understanding of Wikipedia 

distilled through the heritage of Western Encyclopedic tradition.  

Throughout its ten years of existence, Wikipedia has been a popular subject of 

analysis and commentary. It has been hailed as both a revolution and the end of civilization 

as we know it. With the initial motivation of countering hyperbole and prejudice,  this study 

is about both novelty and continuity. I demonstrate how Wikipedia redefines encyclopedic 

knowledge, on whose authority and authorship it is recorded and according to which 

organizational principles. But, and perhaps most importantly, this study also situates 

Wikipedia among the countless works throughout the entirety of human history that have 

resulted from our common urge to collect, compile and organize knowledge. As Umberto 

Eco remarks, encyclopedias are one of our species’ attempts to grasp infinity. With this 

study I hope to unite Wikipedia with its ancestors and demonstrate what makes it special. 

Starting with Plato’s Academy and Aristotle’s Categories, I trace the evolution of the 

encyclopedic ideal through the scriptoria of Middle Ages and the print shops of the 

enlightenment, culminating in the modern encyclopedia set of the late 19th century. Based 

on this historical analysis, I identify three core concepts that have shaped the encyclopedic 

form through their interaction with evolving media of communication. These are, 

knowledge, authorship and organization.  

Continuing this historical survey with an investigation of the 20th century, I start by 

identifying the maturation of the modern encyclopedia and discuss various attempts to re-

imagine the encyclopedic form by both visionary authors and engineering pioneers. Works 

of prominent science fiction authors, as well as computing pioneers are reviewed, 

highlighting the common theme of surpassing the limitations imposed by the printed page. 

These efforts are culminated in the personal computer, capable of connecting to the rest of 
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the world through the Internet and the burgeoning communities of online collaboration 

they fostered. While the course of the 20th century, and the events I depict in this chapter 

did not result a dramatic shift in the widespread definition of the encyclopedia, this study 

identifies them as crucial in the technical feasibility and ideological outlook of Wikipedia.  

In the following chapters, I explore the history, working principles and community 

of Wikipedia, identifying it as a native form of its medium. An enterprise that can only exist 

as a result of the technical and social foundations laid during the 20th century. The final 

chapter reviews these findings through the lens of the individual concepts, leading to the 

overall conclusion of this study. 

After reviewing more than two millennia of history and witnessing the process 

through which its technical and theoretical foundations were set up over a century, I 

conclude by identifying the novelties and the continuities of Wikipedia as parts of a whole. 

In its breakthrough approach to knowledge, authorship and organization, Wikipedia might 

be perceived as anathema to all the values traditional encyclopedias seem to embody. 

However, as a result of this study, in all its revolutionary aspects, Wikipedia emerges as yet 

another step in achieving the impossible goal of the original encyclopedic ideal. The most 

novel aspects of Wikipedia constitute, in essence, the strongest embodiment of its heritage. 
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Nederlandse Samenvatting 

In maart 2012, één jaar na de tiende verjaardag van Wikipedia, de vrije, online encyclopedie 

die iedereen kan aanpassen, kondigde de redactie van de Encyclopaedia Britannica aan dat er 

geen nieuwe edities van deze vooraanstaande encyclopedie zullen worden gedrukt, wat het 

einde markerde van een uitgavereeks die meer dan tweehonderd veertig jaar spant. 

Voortbouwend op deze periode van verstoring van de encyclopedische vorm, stelt deze 

studie voor Wikipedia door het perspectief van het erfgoed van de westerse encyclopedische 

traditie te bekijken. 

Gedurende de tien jaar van zijn bestaan is Wikipedia een populair onderwerp van 

analyse en kritiek geweest. Het is ontvangen zowel als een revolutie, als het einde van de 

beschaving zoals wij die kennen. Door in eerste instantie hyperbolen en vooroordelen tegen 

te gaan, gaat dit onderzoek over zowel nieuwheid als continuïteit. Ik toon aan hoe 

Wikipedia encyclopedische kennis vernieuwt, en op wiens gezag en auteurschap en volgens 

welke organisatorische principes kennis wordt opgenomen. Bovendien situeert deze studie 

Wikipedia onder de talloze werken die het gevolg zijn van onze gemeenschappelijke drang 

om kennis te verzamelen, samen te voegen en te ordenen. Zoals Umberto Eco heeft 

opgemerkt, zijn encyclopedieën één van de manieren waarop de mens “het oneindige” 

probeert te begrijpen. Met deze studie wil ik Wikipedia met zijn voorlopers verenigen, en wil 

ik laten zien wat deze encyclopedie zo bijzonder maakt. 

Met Plato's Akademia en de Categoriae van Aristoteles als beginpunt schetst ik de 

evolutie van het encyclopedische ideaal van de scriptoria van Middeleeuwen en de 

drukkerijen van de Verlichting, naar de moderne encyclopedie set van de late 19e eeuw. Op 

basis van deze historische analyse, identificeer ik drie kernbegrippen die de encyclopedie 

vorm hebben gegeven door hun interactie met evoluerende communicatiemedia. Dit zijn 

kennis, auteurschap en organisatie. 

Ik zet dit historisch overzicht voort met een onderzoek van de 20e eeuw, waarin ik 

de totstandkoming van de moderne encyclopedie plaats. Tevens bespreek ik de verschillende 

pogingen van zowel visionaire auteurs als technische pioniers om de encyclopedische vorm 
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opnieuw te bedenken. Werken van prominente science fiction schrijvers en 

computerpioniers worden besproken, met speciale aandacht voor het terugkerende thema 

van het overtreffen van de beperkingen van het gedrukte woord. Deze ideeën komen samen 

in de personal computer die verbinding kan maken met de rest van de wereld via het 

internet en die het ontstaan van nieuwe online-gemeenschappen en samenwerking 

bevordert. Hoewel de loop van de 20e eeuw en de gebeurtenissen die ik in dit hoofdstuk 

beschrijf niet tot een dramatische verschuiving in de brede definitie van de encyclopedie 

hebben gezorgd, blijven ze van cruciaal belang in de technische haalbaarheid en de 

ideologische visie van Wikipedia.  

In de volgende hoofdstukken, verken ik de geschiedenis, werkprincipes en de 

Wikipedia gemeenschap, en identificeer ik Wikipedia als een natuurlijke vorm van het 

medium, een initiatief dat alleen kan bestaan als gevolg van de technische en sociale 

fundamenten gelegd tijdens de 20e eeuw. Dit laatste hoofdstuk analyseert deze bevindingen 

door de lens van de drie eerder genoemde kernbegrippen, wat leidt tot de algemene 

conclusie van deze studie. 

Na dit overzicht van meer dan twee millennia van encyclopediegeschiedenis en de 

technische en theoretische grondslagen van Wikipedia, sluit ik dit proefschrift af door de 

nieuwigheden en de continuïteiten van Wikipedia te beschouwen, en in het bijzonder hoe 

deze encyclopedie functioneert vanuit het oogpunt van de relatie tussen deel en geheel. In 

zijn baanbrekende benadering van kennis, auteurschap en organisatie zou Wikipedia 

kunnen worden opgevat als de afbreuk van alle waarden die traditionele encyclopedieën 

lijken uit te dragen. Echter, zoals deze studie laat zien, lijkt Wikipedia, door alle zijn 

revolutionaire aspecten, juist een stap dichterbij te komen bij het onmogelijke doel van het 

oorspronkelijke encyclopedische ideaal. De meest vernieuwende aspecten van Wikipedia 

zijn, in essentie, de sterkste belichaming van zijn erfgoed. 

 

 

 

 

 








