
The Sad, Sad Story of 
Social Wikipedia

A long and drawn-out tale of change, more change, 
and no change whatsoever.



Necessary disclaimer
Dates may be horribly wrong; assumptions of cause and effect may be terribly 
faulty; and general conclusions may be utterly arbitrary.

This is all pieced together rather after the fact by someone who wasn't really there 
for any of it.

Please don't eat me.



The Before Times
● 1999: Nupedia

○ Precursor to Wikipedia, not really the same thing at all

○ Died horribly

● 2001: Wikipedia created using UseModWiki
○ Page-based storage engine written in perl
○ Discussions were inline or on the pages themselves



UseModWiki



2001-2002: Phase 2 and Phase 3
● Transition to new PHP platform

○ Phase 2: PHP attempt #1
○ Phase 3: PHP attempt #2 - MediaWiki

It looks basically the same.



2002: MediaWiki
But what made it different?

● Wikitext
● Organisational tools

○ Namespaces
○ Watchlists, RecentChanges, Logs, and other special pages
○ Email notifications

Discussion is now no longer in the articles themselves - separate namespaces are 
created as talk pages.



Talk page formatting
● Discussions are separated with a header or a line between each
● Comments are signed and replies indented
● All formatting done manually



Talk page editing

== Top of talk page ==

Why do the instructions say to put this on the top of the talk page?  I would never look at the top of my 

talk page for a message (until I can't find the new message at the bottom).  -- <font 

color="#000080">Mufka</font> [[User:Mufka|<sup>(u)</sup>]] [[User talk:Mufka|<sup>(t)</sup>]] 

[[Special:Contributions/Mufka|<sup>(c)]]</sup> 12:24, 21 October 2008 (UTC)

:Well I guess that's been resolved.  -- <font color="#000080">Mufka</font> [[User:Mufka|<sup>(u)</sup>]] 

[[User talk:Mufka|<sup>(t)</sup>]] [[Special:Contributions/Mufka|<sup>(c)]]</sup> 14:29, 21 October 2008 

(UTC)

::Yes, I removed it because no-one was doing ot anyway... <span style="font-family: verdana;"> — 

[[User:Edokter|<span style="color: #008;">'''''E''dokter'''</span>]] • [[User_talk:Edokter|<span 

style="color: #080;">Talk</span>]] • </span> 21:26, 21 October 2008 (UTC)



But why is this as good as it got?



The state of online communication in 2003
● Forums, comments, usually with no threading (reply by quoting what you're 

replying to first)
● Mailing lists
● Chatrooms: IRC, various chat apps, etc 

Dumping chat on a page is basically on-par with the rest of the internet. 
Formatting it with nested replies is a bit weird.



2004: Facebook
In 2004, Facebook is released, marking the start of social media as we know it 
today. Most wikipedians totally ignore it.



Time goes on
Nothing much changes in terms of the infrastructure. Discussions become more 
common as the encyclopedia gets bigger and more users join, and interact.

Conventions arise.

Processes form. User scripts and bots are created.

Other projects are started.



Third-party MediaWiki projects
Third-party projects also using MediaWiki develop their own tools.

● WikiCities (Wikia; est. 2004)
○ Free wikis, began looking much like Wikipedia

● ArmchairGM (2006)
○ Sports wiki backed by its own company; later acquired by Wikia

○ Developed a set of tools including SocialProfile and related extensions

● wikiHow (2005)
○ How-to wikis
○ Completely independent; redid the entire MediaWiki interface for collaboration



ArmchairGM and SocialProfile
Full array of social tools

By 2007:

○ SocialProfile
○ Comments
○ Voting and polls

○ Games for pictures, quizzes, competing 
against and with other users

○ Video support

○ Ratings for and labelling favourite 
SportsTeams

○ UserStatus
○ InviteContacts



DPLForum
● Doesn't change the discussions themselves, just how they're listed
● Automated listing of new pages, archival of old



LiquidThreads
Used on MediaWiki.org and other projects for some time



Wikia UserWall
● Fully linear; no nesting
● Replies done at the end, 

without loading new 
page/edit form



Extensions on Wikimedia
● Gadgets

○ Allow user-developed solutions

● Babel
○ Language labelling and tracking for coordinating who speaks what

● Article feedback tools (various versions)
○ Various versions of Comments for Wikipedia

○ Included article ratings and various canned questions

● Moodbar



But mostly Wikipedia remains the same
● Some gadgets for social tools, some different ones on various languages 
● Bots for auto-archiving of discussions
● Project: pages for central forums
● Templates

○ Talkback, outdent, archiving...

Discussion and project coordination remains in wikitext.



Wikitext solutions
● WikiProjects

○ Community spaces dedicated to specific subjects or goals
○ Implemented as project pages with resources and discussions listed

○ Often maintained by hand, or using bots

● Esperanza
○ WikiProject of sorts intended to gamify wikipedia by adding social networks and competition 

between users
○ Resulted in caballing, fierce competition, and was deemed un-wiki-like
○ Possibly the cause of some of the later hatred for all things social network



Echo, Flow, and CollaborationKit
● Echo provides sane notifications.
● Flow is the successor to LQT.
● CollaborationKit reimplements WikiProjects programmatically, removing the 

need for manual user maintenance

These are probably the future.



Echo/Notifications
● Fine-grain notifications

○ Mentions, emails, edit reverts

○ Allows other tools to hook into it

● Cross-project support
○ Can get notifications from other 

languages, etc



Flow
Managed discussion, built-in 
reply features, notifications 
support, threading etc



CollaborationKit
● Managed WikiProject 

handling, no need for wikitext
● User-generated lists for 

tracking pages, making 
worklists

More on this on monday.



Why has this taken so long?
● Cultural inertia
● Focus on content creation (direct collaboration) over discussion (indirect 

collaboration)
● Technical difficulty and high standards in production

This is the same project where people rarely used the talkpages for the first 
several years because they just didn't have much to talk about.



Conclusion
I don't know. 
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