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Wikipedia Statistics: Edits

Source: en.wikichecker.org, potentially under copyright



Wikipedia Statistics: Edits

• Significant number of unique editors

– 600k to 900k per month

– Most users are anonymous, make few edits

• How does Wikipedia handle these users?

– Ignorant of standard practices, policies, rules

– Potentially malevolent intent

• Are these users part of the “collective 
intelligence” or “the wisdom of crowds”  ?



Representations of Wikipedia

• Intentionally anarchistic and disorderly

• Unreliable, prone to vandalism, bias, and error

Source: The Onion, Copyright 2006



Representations of Wikipedia

• Populist, relativist, collectivist

• Anti-expert, anti-academic

• “Cult of the amateur”

Source: 20th Century Fox, Copyright 2007



Wikipedia and Science
• “This ‘wisdom of the crowds’ and ‘hive mind’ 

mentality is a direct assault on the tradition of 
individualism in scholarship that has been 
paramount in Western societies” (Goldman 2007)

• “Wikipedia has redefined the commonly accepted 
use of the word ‘truth.’ … truth is received truth: the 
consensus view of a subject” (Garfinkel 2008)

• ά²ƛƪƛǇŜŘƛŀhas created a community of inquirers that are 
governed by norms very different from those that govern 
scientists … *Wikipedians+ lack the sorts of incentives 
that keep science in good working order””(Wray 2009)



Policies and Procedures in 
Wikipedia

• Social norms and epistemic standards exist

• Numerous and well-articulated

• Are they enforced?  How could they be?



Knowing and Knowledge 
Production

• Infrastructures of Knowing

– Required to evaluate validity/truth of beliefs

– Epistemic standards, practices, enforcers

• Infrastructures of Knowledge Production

– Required to make new beliefs with claims to 
truth/validity

– Translating reality into statements

• Distinction influenced by F. Blackler (1995) 
and C. Hutchins (1995)



Knowing and Knowledge 
Production

• Non-Encyclopedic knowledge production 
required for knowing encyclopedically

– Edit [x] is vandalism/inappropriate - has been or 
needs to be reverted

– User [x] is a vandal or problem user - is or needs 
to be banned

– Article [x] is disputed or unencyclopedic - needs 
attention or debate

– Statement [x] is vague or needs citation



Laboratory Studies

• Highly empirical studies of science 

– Ethnographic study of laboratories, field sites

– Historical study of scientific practice

– Close attention to detail, context, action, situation, and 
material practices involved in science

– Question: How are controversies settled?

• Three canonical works:

– Latour and Woolgar (1979), Laboratory Life

– Shapin and Schaeffer (1985), Leviathan and the Air-Pump

– Latour (1988), The Pasteurization of France



Laboratory Studies

• Question: How is scientific knowledge as a 
social practice made possible? 

– Not just looking for undue influence from social 
actors (e.g. politicization of science)

• Epistemic order is produced out of disorder 
using techniques, practices, and machines

– Settled controversies are blackboxed, literally:

• Laboratory machinery stabilizes and reifies theories



Example: Boyle vs. Hobbes

• Controversy detailed in Leviathan and the Air-
Pump, S. Shapin and S. Schaeffer (1985)

• Dispute over the nature of air and vacuums

• Opponents had different epistemologies:

– Hobbes: A priori philosophical reasoning trumps 
empirical observations

– Boyle: Experiments can overturn logical 
propositions without counter-explanations



Example: Boyle vs. Hobbes

• Today, we think Boyle was obviously right

• Yet in order to defeat Hobbes, Boyle had to 
make experimental science possible:

– Social technology: Royal Society

• Reviewed experiments and issued reports, allowing 
science to circulate in the same way as philosophy

– Literary technology: laboratory reports

• Enabled controlled, independent replication of 
experiments and verification of findings



Knowing in Wikipedia

• Broad research question: How is knowledge 
production made possible in Wikipedia?

– Pay close attention to the material practices and 
technologies at work

– Not just an explanation of bias or manipulation

• Specific research question: How are epistemic 
standards maintained in the face of vandals, 
dissidents, and contradicting interpretations?

– How is encyclopedic knowing made possible by 
non-encyclopedic knowledge production?



Case Study: Blocking a Vandal

• Anonymous users contribute a significant 
portion (80% to 95%) of all vandalism

• Strong resistance to blocking all anonymous 
editing

– Consensus on software features is difficult to 
produce

• Result: temporary blocking of IP addresses 
who persistently and knowingly violate 
policies and procedures

– Blocks are frequent: 500 to 1000 a day



Diffs



Diffs

• Unique record of a specific edit

– Before/after information:

• Username

• Date and time

• Article name

– Highlights changes made

• Accessible via specific hyperlink

– Able to be circulated and reproduced  

– Can be used as evidence



Vandal Fighting Programs



Vandal Fighting Programs

• Allows users to review edits as they happen

• One click revert, advances to next edit

• Queue ranks edits according to:

– Obscenities, capital letters, gibberish, etc.

– Massive removal or addition of text or links

– Previously reverted, warned, or blocked users

– Misspellings, capitalization and grammatical errors

• Automatically warns users using templated 
messages



Warning templates / User talk



Warning templates / User talk



Warning templates / User talk



Warning templates / User talk

• Used to leave messages for users

• For vandal fighting, used to record previously 
confirmed incidents

– Four levels of warnings, codes embedded in 
templated messages

– Automatically escalated by most VF programs

– Violation of a fourth-level warning necessary for a 
block

• Allows multiple users to centralize efforts 
without explicit coordination



AIV Queue



AIV Queue

• Reports of vandalism are issued and reviewed 
by administrators

• Automated editing programs remove requests 
that have been fulfilled or expired

– Also issues reports if queue becomes backlogged

• Reports are frequently issued by VF programs

– Includes diffs of previous vandalism, does not 
report unless user has violated level four warning



Infrastructures of Knowing

• Socio-epistemic order is not pre-existing, but 
must be built and constantly maintained

– Standards, policies, guidelines, roles, norms, etc. 
exist, but only have force when they are enforced

–No invisible hand or “wisdom of the crowd” 
manipulates Wikipedians in spite of themselves

• Construction of technologies and tools make 
standards concrete and enforceable 

– Enables distributed yet collective action 



Implications for Web 2.0

• Technologies developed are not directly 
incorporated into the wiki software

– Instead, programs are built on top of the existing 
functionality

• What are the implications when software 
reification is no longer limited to website 
developers?


