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			Wikipedia: an encyclopaedia for the 21st century

			The success of a seemingly impossible project

			The free encyclopaedia Wikipedia was created around 15 years ago, and is now one of the most frequently consulted sites in the world. This success is all the more surprising as there was nothing to suggest it was coming. The collaborative encyclopaedia, which was launched on 15 January 2001 by the Americans Jimmy Wales and Larry Sanger (then 34 and 32 respectively), was initially intended to provide material for another, more traditional free digital encyclopaedia. However, the wiki technology that its founders used to make editing easier proved astonishingly effective, and the two men had the idea of creating an encyclopaedia that anyone could contribute to. This marked the birth of Wikipedia.

			It was not long before the site became available in other languages, with French among the first. Wikipedia users from across the world could add to and update existing articles, and create new ones for a constantly expanding audience. The site’s content grew rapidly: by October 2004, there were a million articles across all languages. Now, over 15 years after the site’s creation, over 40 million articles are available, almost 5.5 million of which are in English.

			Wikipedia, which has been managed by the Wikimedia Foundation since 2003, is not a commercial venture. Its operating costs are mostly covered by donations from individuals, companies and associations. Although the encyclopaedia’s model was without precedent and seemed bound to fail, it has turned out to be an undeniable success, serving as a key source of information for users around the world.

			
				
					Key information

					
							Founders: Jimmy Wales (American businessman and founder of Bomis, born in 1966) and Larry Sanger (American Doctor of Philosophy, hired as editor-in-chief, born in 1968).

							Start of the project: January 2000 (hiring of Larry Sanger).

							Launch: 15 January 2001.

							Sector: information and reference works.

							Key figures:

					


			
					2002: 19 languages; 21 000 articles.

					2003: 52 languages; 149 000 articles.

					2004: 107 languages; 440 000 articles.

					2005: 161 languages; 1.4 million articles.

					2015: 289 languages; 34.3 million articles.

					2016: 289 languages; 37.9 million articles, around 5 million of which are in English.

			

				

			

		


		
			Context: encyclopaedias in a digital world

			The encyclopaedia sector

			The Collins English Dictionary defines an encyclopaedia as “a book or set of books in which facts about many different subjects or about one particular subject are arranged for reference, usually in alphabetical order”. Humanity has always instinctively sought to further the spread of knowledge, and this task has been facilitated by writing, then printing and finally the development of the internet. Encyclopaedias have appeared in many forms and under many different names over the centuries, before eventually evolving into their modern form.

			The word “encyclopaedia” first appeared in English in the 16th century, but the modern encyclopaedia did not emerge until two centuries later, in England with the Cyclopædia: or, An Universal Dictionary of Arts and Sciences edited by Ephraim Chambers (1680-1740) and in France with the Encyclopédie, ou dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts et des métiers (Encyclopaedia, or a Systematic Dictionary of the Sciences, Arts, and Crafts) edited by Denis Diderot (1713-1784) and Jean le Rond d’Alembert (1717-1783). Diderot and d’Alembert’s Encyclopaedia featured articles by some of the most prominent French writers and thinkers of the time, including Voltaire (1694-1778), Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778) and Montesquieu (1689-1755). The 18th century also saw the appearance of the Encyclopaedia Britannica, which is still published today. In the 19th and 20th centuries, encyclopaedias really took off and turned into commercial and ideological projects. Each major world power published its own encyclopaedia: the Brockhaus Enzyklopädie in Germany (1808), the Encyclopedia Americana in the USA (1829) and the Great Soviet Encyclopedia in the USSR (1926). In the UK, the Encyclopaedia Britannica remained one of the most widely respected encyclopaedias, and this is still the case today.

			Alongside these prestigious multi-volume encyclopaedias, single-volume encyclopaedias (such as Quid in France) also appeared with the aim of reaching the general public. Series such as the Oxford University Press’s Very Short Introductions, which first appeared in English in 1995, also bear a resemblance to encyclopaedias, although each book in the series only focuses on one subject.

			Challenges from digital media and the internet

			Information technology developed during the 20th century, and computers began appearing first in offices, then in homes. From this point onwards, texts were not only stored on paper, but also on hard drives, floppy disks, CD-ROMs, DVDs, USB sticks, and so on. Computers were increasingly networked, and the 1990s saw the development of the internet and the World Wide Web.

			Digital technology offered new possibilities and revolutionised many types of media, forcing their publishers, who were often from older generations, to adapt. The Academic American Encyclopedia became the first encyclopaedia to enter the virtual world in 1985, when it released a CD-ROM edition (although this edition did not contain any multimedia illustrations). In 1993, the information technology giant Microsoft revolutionised the sector by launching Encarta, a multimedia encyclopaedia on CD-ROM. It was cheaper, more visually appealing and less unwieldy than the many volumes of traditional encyclopaedias such as the Encyclopaedia Britannica, which guaranteed its success. Traditional publishers gradually began producing electronic versions of their encyclopaedias, which were sold on CD-ROMs and then on DVDs.

			These new forms of encyclopaedias made multimedia illustrations, searches within the text and updates possible. Furthermore, production costs for CD-ROMs and DVDs proved significantly lower than for the printing of multiple physical volumes.

			The internet also presented many advantages, in particular the possibility of quick updates. Major publishers launched online versions of their encyclopaedias on a subscription basis; for example, the Encyclopaedia Britannica took this step in 1995. However, it remained to be seen whether their model could be adapted effectively to the internet. Like Encarta before it, the emergence of Wikipedia in 2001 shook up the encyclopaedia sector, to such an extent that some traditional encyclopaedias disappeared.

		


		
			The early days: from Nupedia to Wikipedia

			The entrepreneur and the philosopher

			Wikipedia was founded by two Americans, Jimmy Wales (born in 1966) and Larry Sanger (born in 1968). Wales came up with the idea of a free encyclopaedia, while Sanger suggested the technology that would make it such a success. Wales had previously studied finance, before becoming a research director at a trading firm in Chicago and making a fortune by speculating on interest and exchange rates. He developed a keen interest in the internet and created his own company, Bomis, in 1996. The company’s main product was a web portal, which gradually began to specialise in adult images, and its chief source of income was ad revenue. Alongside this, Wales was interested in philosophy, and more specifically in Objectivism. He took part in discussion lists dedicated to philosophy, and even moderated one of them.

			
				
					Discussion lists

					Discussion lists are a sort of subscription- and email-based forum. After signing up for the list, users will receive and can respond to all the emails sent by other users of the list. Their messages will in turn be sent to everyone who has signed up to the list, possibly after being approved by a moderator.

				

			

			In this virtual environment, Wales met the philosopher Larry Sanger, a fellow discussion list moderator and internet enthusiast, in the early 1990s. Between 1998 and 2000, Sanger ran one of the most widely read sites on the Year 2000 problem. Meanwhile, in 1999 Wales had the idea of developing a free online encyclopaedia. This was an old passion of his: as a child, he had loved reference books, spending hours reading the Encyclopaedia Britannica and the World Book Encyclopedia. However, he could not bring his project to fruition alone, so he hired Sanger at Bomis as editor-in-chief of a new site named Nupedia.

			The idea was to establish an encyclopaedia whose articles would be written by volunteer subject specialists and reviewed by experts. What made this project original was the fact that it was free and its publishing licence was unlike anything that existed at the time: the encyclopaedia’s articles could be redistributed for free according to the terms of the Nupedia Open Content License. The encyclopaedia would be financed by ad revenue and go live in March 2000. However, the editing process, with all its checks and corrections, was slow. Sanger then suggested using a new technology: the wiki, which allowed web pages to be edited easily. Wikipedia was then born, and was launched on 15 January 2001. The initial plan was that it would not be an encyclopaedia in its own right, but rather a tool allowing users to work on the articles that would later form part of Nupedia.

			
				
					Did you know?

					Contrary to the founders’ original plans, there are no advertisements on Wikipedia. This is a deliberate choice and is often emphasised in appeals for donations.

				

			

			The choice to be “free”

			When Nupedia was created, Wales chose to adopt the term “free”. But what does this mean in practice? In modern societies, original works are protected by copyright, which lasts for the author’s entire lifetime and even after their death (in the UK, texts only enter the public domain 70 years after the death of their author). A text, photograph, drawing or song can only be distributed with the permission of the author(s) or copyright holder(s), and even then usually only for a fee. In the case of Wikipedia, “free” does not mean that creators’ authorship is disregarded, but rather that they tacitly grant their permission for their work to be modified and distributed without charge.

			This is essential for a collaborative encyclopaedia like Wikipedia; anyone must be able to modify articles in order to develop and update them. Contributors to the encyclopaedia therefore tacitly give their permission for their text to be modified by other people. Until 2009, content on Wikipedia was published under a GNU Free Documentation License, before switching to a Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 3.0 Unported licence (CC BY-SA 3.0). This means that articles can be shared and adapted, including for commercial ends, as long as the original authors are credited and the content is reproduced under the same licence.

			
				
					Did you know?

					Almost everything available on Wikipedia is free (there are a small number of exceptions, depending on the language version). Not only texts, but also photographs and drawings, can be reproduced, as long as the licence indicated is respected.

				

			

			A decisive technological choice

			By choosing wiki technology to make it easier to edit Nupedia articles, Sanger paved the way for the collaborative encyclopaedia that Wikipedia would become. Articles developed quickly from the very beginning. Without this choice, Bomis’s encyclopaedia project would probably never have got off the ground. However, Sanger fell victim to his own idea: as Wikipedia could now function without an editor-in-chief, the post was eliminated and he was forced to resign.

			
				
					What is a wiki?

					Wikis were invented in 1995 by the American computer programmer Ward Cunningham (born in 1949). A wiki (from the Hawai’ian word for “fast”) is an application that allows web pages to be edited with wikicode, which is simpler than HTML. For example, an internal link to a site can be inserted using two sets of square brackets: writing “[[Barack Obama]]” in a Wikipedia article will create a link to the article on Barack Obama. In 2013, a visual and even more user-friendly tool was incorporated.

				

			

			An innovative but controversial concept

			Wikipedia therefore became an encyclopaedia that anyone could contribute to. The editorial process is incredibly simple: somebody writes an article; the article is immediately available; other users can then modify, correct and update it. All changes are stored in the article’s history, so that any inappropriate modifications (vandalism, incorrect or irrelevant information, and so on) can be cancelled and the creation process of each article, including the users who have contributed to it, is visible to all.

			This means that encyclopaedias are no longer the exclusive preserve of academics and experts in a particular field. Anyone can take part, regardless of their qualifications, level of education or job, as long as they respect a few basic rules and recommendations.

			However, not everybody agrees with Wikipedia’s model. Since anybody can publish information on the site, there is no guarantee that it is accurate. In 2007, the French writer Pierre Assouline (born in 1953) described this process as a series of “high-speed errors”1, while Pascal Rogard (born in 1949), the head of the French Société des Auteurs et Compositeurs Dramatiques (Society of Dramatic Authors and Composers, SACD) went even further, calling the site’s contributors “anonymous cretins”2. However, rules have been established over time to improve the quality and reliability of Wikipedia’s content. In 2011, the winner of the 1996 Nobel Prize in Chemistry Harry Kroto (1939-2016) even claimed that, in his field, Wikipedia is more reliable than academic textbooks. 

			
				
					Did you know?

					Users do not even have to create an account to edit a page on Wikipedia; clicking on “edit” allows them to modify any part of the page, and their contribution will be recorded under their IP address if they are not logged in. Nonetheless, there are some safeguards in place: some pages can be protected and contributors can face temporary or permanent bans if they fail to respect the rules.

				

			

		




		
			1This quotation has been translated by 50Minutes.com.

			2This quotation has been translated by 50Minutes.com.

		


		
			Wikipedia’s evolution

			Meteoric growth

			Wikipedia becomes available in all languages

			While Wikipedia was initially based in the USA and written in English, its success soon became global and multilingual. Shortly after the launch of the site in English, other language versions were created in German, Spanish, Portuguese and French, among others. By January 2002, the site was available in 19 languages; one year later, this figure had more than doubled, to 52. The site currently has content in 299 languages (288 of which are active), although the English version remains the largest. In terms of number of articles, it is followed by Cebuano (one of the languages of the Philippines), Swedish, German, Dutch and French.

			[image: ]

			Although each version is based on the same founding principles, the different languages have a degree of autonomy, and it is the community that decides on certain rules and recommendations. There may be differences in terms of the admissibility of a given subject, the ways of presenting the information and the approach used. Articles on the same subject in different languages are rarely translations of each other: for example, the articles on Iceland in English, French and Icelandic will not necessarily contain the same information. It is also worth noting that Wikipedia is organised by language rather than by country; this means that there is not an Australian version, for example.

			
				
					Did you know?

					Although Wikipedia is a global encyclopaedia, it does not have the same names in every language: it is Viquipèdia in Catalan, Wikipedie in Czech, Vikipedio in Esperanto, Güiquipeya in Extremaduran and Uicipeid in Scottish

				

			

			The essential rules

			
			
			
				
					

			
					Wikipedia is both a generalised and specialised encyclopaedia. By extension, this pillar indicates what it is not: a propaganda outlet, a newspaper, an indiscriminate collection of information, and so on. Users are also not permitted to publish unreleased study results on the site.

					Wikipedia aims to be written from a neutral point of view. One opinion should not be favoured over another when writing about topics. This pillar is related to fact-checking and the inclusion of reliable sources.

					Wikipedia is freely licenced, so anyone can use, edit and distribute its content.

					Wikipedia’s editors should treat each other with respect and civility. This pillar is focused more on the site’s community than its content.

					There are no other fixed rules. This final pillar encourages contributors to take risks and not be afraid of making mistakes.

			

				

			

			The reasons behind Wikipedia’s success

			
			
			
			The Wikimedia Foundation

			The creation of the association and its local chapters

			
			
			
				
					
					
				

			

			Other projects based on the same principle

			
			
			
			
			
			
			Wikimedia Commons and Wikidata

			
			
			
			
			The financing of Wikimedia projects

			
			
			
			Wikipedia’s competitors

			
			
			
			
					Google launched its own encyclopaedia, Knol, in 2008. It had a greater focus on authors and published texts either under a free licence or under copyright. However, the project never really got off the ground and was abandoned in 2012.

					In 2006, Larry Sanger, the co-founder of Wikipedia, launched Citizendium, which is similar to Nupedia in that it is a free encyclopaedia verified by experts. Nine years after its launch, Citizendium has fewer than 17 000 articles, only 160 of which have been approved by experts.
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