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Abstract In this paper I consider how notions of leadership oper-
ate in collaborative on-line cultures. In particular, | safer

In seemingly egalitarian collaborative on-line commuesti ) X X
the seemingly paradoxical, or perhaps merely playful guxt

like Wikipedia, there is often a paradoxical, or perhaps > > R o .
merely playful, use of the title “Benevolent Dictator” for position of informal tyrant-like titles (i.e., “BenevoleBic-

leaders. | explore discourse around the use of this titlesso a 1&t0r") in otherwise seemingly egalitarian voluntary antt

to address how leadership works in open content Commu_production communities such as Wikipedia. To accomplish

nities. | first review existing literature on “emergent lead this, | first review existing literature on the role of leaslaip

ership” and then relate excerpts from community discourse " such communities. | then relate excerpts from community

on how leadership is understood, performed, and discussediScourse (i-e., email and wiki) on how leadership is under-
by Wikipedians. | conclude by integrating concepts from stood, performed, and discussed in the Wikipedia commu-

existing literature and my own findings into a theory of “au- nity. | conclude by integrating concepts from existingriite
thorial” leadership. ture and my own findings into a theory of “authorial” leader-

ship: leaders must parlay merit resulting from “doing good”
Categories and Subject Descriptors  H [5]: 3 into a form of authority that can also be used in an auto-
cratic fashion, though with a soft touch and humor, when—

General Terms Human Factors, Management and only when—necessary.

Keywords Authorial, Benevolent Dictator, Leadership,

Wikipedia 2. Wikipedia asan Open Content
Community
1. Introduction What is often meant by the term “open” is a generaliza-

Do as | say, not as | do.” Most of us have heard this expres- tion from the Free Software, Open Source, and open stan-
sion, perhaps as children being protected from the badshabit dards movements. Communities marshaling themselves un-
of our elders. Of course, as adults, this saying is more oftender these banners cooperatively produce, in public view,
used as a comment on someone else’s hypocritica' |eader$0ftware, technical Standards, or other content that is in-
ship. We often prefer to see leadership “by example.” When tended to be widely shared; these communities use computer
it comes to open content community like Wikipedia, this Mediated communications for much or all of their work. For
aphorism seems particularly apt. As most contributors are €xample, the Linux kernel is one of the most famous free
volunteers, there’s little room for coercion or utilitaniae- ~ SOftware projects and the many communities around it, such
wards [8] In fact, given the open, ega”tarian, and volun- as the Debian distribution (Wh|Ch combines the kernel with
tary character of the community, what does leadership evenother utilities and applications), are the most studiedsso f
mean? Elsewhere, | definepen content communities those that
commonly deliver products under a “free” or “open” copy-
right license and demonstrate transparency, integrityi; no
discrimination beyond merit, and non-interference [2§, 29
Additionally, most participation isvoluntary, meaning an
“activity in which time is given freely to benefit another per
Copyrightis held by the authorfowner(s). son, group, or organizat_ion" without precluding “voluntee
WikiSym'07, October 21-23, 2007, Moréal, Qébec, Canada. from benefiting from _the_lr work” [60_, p. 215]. Thg voluntary
ACM 978-1-59593-861-9/07/0010. character and the principle of non-interference imply that
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a constituency disagrees with the leadership’s directtom,  new Wiki based dictionary, compendium of quotations, col-
copyright license permits them fork, or take the products  laborative textbooks, and repository of free source texts.
and commence work elsewhere without interference. This  The community that produces Wikipedia is very much
notion of an open content community is central to this pa- an open content community. Interaction is mediated by the
per since it affects the type of leadership encounteredan th Web, most all participation is voluntary, decision-makiag
Wikipedia community and hopefully contributes to a theo- fairly transparent, few restrictions are placed upon piod-
retical abstraction beyond any of the specific communities tion, and, most importantly, the disaffected can easilydea
discussed. and resume their work elsewhere. For example, Wikinfo was
Wikipedia is an on-line “Wiki” based encyclopedia, the forked from Wikipedia so as to operate under a different
product of an open content community. “Wiki wiki” means philosophical stance than neutrality required of Wikigedi
“super fast” in the Hawaiian language, and Ward Cunning- articles [47].
ham chose the name for his Wiki project in 1995 to indicate
the ease with which one could edit Web pages. In a sense, . ‘s
Wiki captures the original conception of the World Wide 3. Leadership in open content communities
Web as a browsing and editing medium. The Wiki makes For open content communities, the notion of merit is key
this possible by placing a simple editor within a Web page to understanding leadership. Eric Raymond [26] was one
form and the functionality of formatting and linking on the of the first to point this out with his observation that open
Wiki server. Consequenﬂy' if a page on the W|k|ped|a (an source leaders (e.g., Linus Torvalds of Linux) were often th
encyclopedia on a Wiki server) can be read, it can be edited.founders of their communities, who then attracted other con
With a Wiki, the user enters a simplified markup into a form tributors. Additionally, they often had to “speak softlgdn-
on a Web page. To add a numbered list item with a link Sult with peers, and “not lightly interfere with or reverse-d
to Wikipedia one simply types: “# this provides a link to Cisions” made by other prominent members or the commu-
[[Wikipedia]]". The server-side Wiki software translatiss nity [p. 15]. This is confirmed by Gianluca Bosco [4], who
into the appropriate HTML and hypertext links. To create a discerns from survey results of open source developers that
new page, one simply creates a link to it! Furthermore, each @ good leader was perceived as having a friendly and con-
page includes links through which one can sign in (if de- siderate (person) orientation, a goal (task) orientatzo
sired), view a log of recent changes to the page (including competence and significant level of activity.
the author, change, and time), or participate in a discnssio ~ Furthermore, Raymond’s concern with “speaking softly”
about how the page is being edited on its Talk Page—andiS commensurate with earlier work on emergent (initially
this too is a Wiki page. The application of a general tool fa- l€aderless) contexts in which authoritarian leaders (more
cilitates a surprisingly sophisticated creation! likely to use punitive punishment and negative sanctions)
Yet, the consequence of this quick and informal approach are “least Ilkely to attempt or exhibit successful Iead'q&rsh
to content creation was not foreseen - or, rather, was for- in initially leaderless discussion” [3, p. 126-127]. Irexte
tuitous. Wikipedia is the populist offshoot of the Nupedia in emergent contexts, successful leaders are more likely to
project started in March of 2000 by Jimmy “Jimbo” Wales demonstrate flexibility and to rate as egalitarian. Bosco’s
and Larry Sanger. Nupedia’'s mission was to create a freefinding on task orientation is also present in a study of
encyclopedia via rigorous expert review under a free docu- Virtual teams, in which Youngjin Yoo and Maryam Alavi
mentation license. Unfortunately, this process movederath  [61] find that emergent leaders send more and larger e-mail
slowly and having recently been introduced to Wiki, Sanger messages, with a higher degree of task orientation, than
proposed that a scratch-pad be set up for potentia| Nupe-Other team members. In the Debian Community, Siobhan
dia content where anyone could contribute. However, “There O’'Mahony and Fabrizio Ferraro [21, 22] confirmed David
was considerable resistance on the part of Nupedia’s sditor WWaguespack's and Lee Fleming's [38, 39] finding in the
and reviewers ... to making Nupedia closely associated with open standards community of the IETF that technical con-
a website in the Wiki format. Therefore, the new project tributions, among other factors, are predictive of lealigrs
was given the name 'Wikipedia’ and launched on its own However, in a more recent study of the Debian community,
address, Wikipedia.com, on January 15 [2001]" [50]. O’Mahony and Ferraro [23] find that the focus of a com-
Wikipedia proved to be so successful that when the servermunity changes as does its notion of merit in leadership:
hosting Nupedia crashed in September of 2003 (with little @s it matures leadership shifts away from technical contri-
more than 24 complete articles and 74 more in progress) it butions towards organizational building. Finally, in viai
was never restored [53]. As of May 2007, “there are over contexts leaders provide frequent and predictable communi
75,000 active contributors working on more than 5,300,000 cation (the “heartbeat”) as the basis for effective coaaelin
articles in more than 100 languages”, with 1,765,810 asicl ~ tion [61].
in English alone [55]. The Wikimedia Foundation, incorpo- ~ Consequently, in these cases leadership can be under-

rated in 2003, is now the steward of Wikipedia as well as a stood as the performance of consistent and substantive con-
tribution within the community that affects its movement.
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Not surprisingly, leadership tends to be entangled in discu
sions about power (the extent of one’s influence [62, p. 18]),
authority (the legitimacy of one’s influence [62, p. 18])dan
governance (how to make group decisions). Gabriella Cole-
man [6], in her study of the Debian software community,
found that: “Power, in other words, is said to closely fol-
low the heels of personal initiative and its close cousins,
quality technical production and personal dedication & th
project” [p. 22]. Also, in keeping with the character of vol-
untary community, Coleman, citing Donner and Mill, notes

traditions, the emergent leader is expected to con-
tribute his unique expertise and assume the respon-
sibilities of the leadership role.... When an emergent

leader makes an innovative proposal that proves to be
successful, the group’s trust in his expertise is con-

firmed, and he may be accorded even greater status
and influence. [62, p. 29]

Yet, if an innovative proposal is not successful because of
circumstances beyond the leader’s control, he might not be

the power gained because of merit is a guiding force rather yjamed—unless the group needs a scapegoat. However, if he

than coercive. Furthermore, the merit of exemplary behav-
ior, particularly that of founding a community, might have a
charismatic character. An earlier study of the Debian com-
munity found that:

... leadership (which translates directly into the
formal and informal hierarchy and authority) is not
just established in bureaucratic or rational fashion, but
in charismatic fashion as well (Weber 1964 [1947],
pp. 358ff.); here, charismatic authority mostly de-
rives from earned respect often proven by leading a
big, successful project. As a matter of fact, charis-
matic authority maybe, in some circumstances, more
“efficient” than authority deriving its legitimacy from
well-established rules (Coleman 1990; Langlois 1998).
[11, p. 18]

exercises poor judgment, or acts incompetently, the tefms o
the relationship are reassessed, particularly if the leede
seen as acting selfish relative to the group [62, p. 29].
While meritocratic leaders are granted much authority,
this exists within—or besides, or in conflict with—other
modes of governance. In the Debian project, Coleman [6]
found governance to be a blend of “democratic majoritar-
ian rule, a guild-like meritocracy, and an ad-hoc process
of rough consensus” [p. 7]. Conflict between these mod-
els is central to crises within these communities — cenainl
Wikipedia, as discussed later. One interesting way in which
this tension is exhibited is by references to “TINC” (There
Is No Cabal) as a source of anxiety and joking about lead-
ership [p. 23]. Because of the informal character of many
virtual communities the notion of a cabal is recurrent after
its emergence on USENET, one of the earliest Internet dis-

Perhaps one reason for this efficiency is that the reputa-cussion forums. Pfaffenberger [24] details the historéral

tion of such leaders has an additional benefit of being use-

ful in circumstances where a community is otherwise dead-
locked; charismatic authority can intervene in circumséen
in which there are multiple simultaneous coordination gost

cultural development of governance in USENET including
similar anxiety and joking; Dave Mack's 1991 tongue-in-

cheek notice about the decision of the Usenet High Council
is an exemplary parody of tyrannical authority [p. 379].

that are too expensive to be addressed by “a complex system Consequently, one might think of founding leaders as the

of rules such as a constitution” [11, p. 36]. Of course, since

initial emergent leaders who fashioned a space in which the

such interventions may disappoint some, a leader may becommunity comes to inhabit, and because of this are likely to

sacrificing “shares” of his reputation garnered throughimer
tocratic contributions by such actions [26, p. 15]. The owoti

of leadership “credits” was first posed by Edwin Hollander
[14] when he confirmed an “idiosyncrasy credit” model of
leadership in which previous conformity to group rules and

garner merit and charismatic authority, which influences th
community’s culture. In this regard, Edgar Schein’s model o
organizational culture is compelling because of the saéien
of two factors: the seminal actions of community founders
and the community’s response to important incidents, in-

competence in a group task would permit a leader greatercluding crises. Schein [33] proposes founders and leaders

“idiosyncrasy” in not conforming to those rules later on.
Gary Yukl [62] summarizes this exchange as follows:

Thus, in addition to gaining a higher position of
status and influence, a member who is emerging as
a leader is allowed to some latitude for innovation.
Since the person has demonstrated good judgment in
the past, the group is willing to allow him consider-
able influence over task decisions. Group members
are usually willing to suspend immediate judgment
and go along with the emergent leader when he pro-
poses innovative approaches for attaining group goals.
In return for his higher status, increasing influence,
and freedom to deviate from nonessential norms and
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embed and transmit culture via numerous mechanisms, the
primary of which being:

¢ what the leaders pay attention to, measure, and control on
aregular basis

¢ how leaders react to critical incidents and organizational
crises

¢ observed criteria by which leaders allocate scarce re-
sources

¢ deliberate role modeling, teaching, and coaching

¢ observed criteria by which leaders allocate rewards and
status



e observed criteria by which leaders recruit, select, pro-

4. Methodology

mote, retire, and excommunicate organlzatlonal membersThis analysis is informed by two decades of participation

It is worthwhile to note that while relevant, Schein’s anal-
ysis, like most organizational research, is focused on-trad
tional organizations, corporations even, rather thanntaity
organizations or communities. Yet, leaders are still prese
in such settings. While the mechanisms might operate dif-
ferently in voluntary contexts—e.g. symbolic rather than fi-

in computer mediated communities. While | began study-
ing Wikipedia specifically in January 2004, and made my
first identifiable edit (rather than anonymous) in April cth
year, | had made use of wikis and Wikipedia before that.
Sources of information that inform or are used in this pa-
per include Wikipedia articles, discussion pages, blogd, a

nancial rewards—the mechanisms are present. (Indeed, a§€Ws articles encountered during those two years.

discussed below, a possible source of leadership/goveenan
problems on Wikipedia was that its founders did not appre-
ciate that they were creating a community and culture at
the outset.) For example, in Lois’ [15] study of a volunteer

Additionally, in September of 2004, | took the plunge
from monitoring and searching HTML archives of two high
traffic-mail lists (wikiEN-l and wiki-l) to subscribing to
them, and I've received more than tens of thousands of

mountain rescue group, socialization, and therefore acces Messages since. These lists often include discussione of th
to the symbolic reward of a leadership role, is dependent on @dministration and policy of Wikipedia. The excerpted con-

the volunteer first “downplaying arrogance and egoism by
displaying humility and respect” [p. 21]. Only then will ac-

versations that | use mostly span February 2005 through
November 2005. | engaged all of these sources with the

tion of merit (paradoxically) be granted “heroic” status by SPecific question of leadership and how it is understood—
established community members and leaders. Raymond noderived from my interest in politeness and leadership style

tices a similar feature of leadership in technical (“hatker

communities, whereby any verbal bragging is discouraged

because it would interfere with judging work solely on its
merits: “There’s a very strict meritocracy (the best crafts

in open content communities—in the fall of 2005.

In the course of this work | have developed a number of
methods and software for capturing, organizing, and citing
documents and discourse within this community. (For exam-

manship wins) and there’s a strong ethos that quality should Ple. with the help of the MARC e-mail list archivists | was

(indeed must) be left to speak for itself. The best brag is
code that ‘just works’, and that any competent programmer
can see is good stuff” [26, p. 12].

Finally, an important attribute of open content communi-
ties is the possibility of a fork:

Fundamentally, the ability to create a fork forces
project leaders to pay attention to their constituencies.
Even if an OSS/FS project completely dominates its
market niche, there is always a potential competitor to
that project: a fork of the project. Often, the threat of a
fork is enough to cause project leaders to pay attention
to some issues they had ignored before, should those
issues actually be important. In the end, forking is
an escape valve that allows those who are dissatisfied
with the project’s current leadership to show whether
or not their alternative is better. [46]

Because of the voluntary and meritocratic character of
open content communities it is not surprising that not only

are leaders expected to lead by example, their very lead-

ership is founded upon exemplary behavior—leadership

emerges through action rather than appointment. And while
a founding leadership role has some semblance of authori-

tarianism to it, at least in title as we shall see, it is ethyna

contingent: a dissatisfied community, or some constituency

thereof, can always leave and start again under new lead
ership. Yet, regardless of whether a community does fork,
discussion about such a possibility, the actions of leaders
and metaphors of governance are common topics of conver
sation.
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able to ensure the unique message-ID of a message cited has
a similarly unique and easily dereferenceable URL. Or, | de-
veloped a small script to collect and analyze the distrduti

of contributions (edits) to a Wikipedia page.) This work is
documented on my research blog [27].

Finally, | make no claim of strict inclusion within a partic-
ular discipline or methodology. In some ways my approach
is historical. For example, | expect my concern with the first
usage of “Benevolent Dictator” is of a historic sensibility
as is the fact that | spend most of my time perusing archives
and change logs. (I've used only sources from publicly avail
able archives.) In other ways my approach is more ethno-
graphic: | am studying a contemporary community, and | am
not making a historical argument but proposing a theoreti-
cal model of leadership. Furthermore, because of my long-
standing participation in open content communities it fs di
ficult to place myself in a particular ethnographic method-
ological school. First, | often come to these communities as
a user so | cannot take for granted the distinction between
researcher and subject. | tend to consider myself a reflec-
tive practitioner that sometimes, also, becomes a reselarch
This also complicates the relationship between theory and
data. Since | often engage in practice first, my approach is
clearly not deductive (i.e., posing a theory prior to expesu
to the community). However, it is not purely inductive ei-
ther (i.e., allowing my own concepts and theories to develop

solely on the basis of the ethnography) as | have already en-
countered many theories as part of my reflective practice.
Yet, there is a goal that | aspire to: “Ethnography should be

empirical enough to be credible and analytical enough to be



interesting” [36, p. 29]; | hope to make a convincing con-
tribution [12] by providing an account that has authenyjcit
“the ability of the text to convey the vitality of everydaydi
encountered by the researcher in the field setting” [p. 599],
plausibility, "the ability of the text to connect two worlfisf

the writer and reader] that are put in play in the reading of
the written account” [p. 600], and criticality, “the abjlibf

the text to actively probe readers to reconsider there taken
for-granted ideas and beliefs” [p. 600].

5. Leadership and Wikipedia

The conception of leadership does not play a prominent for-
mal role within the Wikipedia community. In a place as re-
flexive as Wikipedia, in which there are dozens of docu-

The idea of adapting wiki technology to the task
of building an encyclopedia was mine, and my main
job in 2001 was managing and developing the com-
munity and the rules according to which Wikipedia
was run. Jimmy’s role, at first, was one of broad vision
and oversight; this was the management style he pre-
ferred, at least as long as | was involved. But, again,
credit goes to Jimmy alone for getting Bomis to invest
in the project, and for providing broad oversight of the
fantastic and world-changing project of an open con-
tent, collaboratively-built encyclopedia. Credit also of
course goes to him for overseeing its development af-
ter | left, and guiding it to the success that it is today.
[32]

mented norms—such as be polite, be prepared to apologize, What precipitated Sanger's resignation? Stretched be-
forgive and forget, etc. [56]—it is surprising to find no such tween continuing frustration with Nupedia’s progress pro
page on the topic. Furthermore, there are no recommendadems with unruly Wikipedians, and a widening gap between
tions on how to be a good leader or leadership mentoring. the two, Sanger failed to save the Nupedia and alienated
In fact, the only page on leadership | found was the actual, some Wikipedians who saw his actions as unjustifiably au-
extensive, encyclopedic article on the topic. tocratic. (I use the termutocraticto describe, undisparag-
This may be, in part, due to the egalitarian, if not an- ingly, leadership actions which do not derive their auttyori
archistic, character of the community. There are no des- solely from legitimate group decision making processes lik
ignated leadership roles for editing encyclopedic arsicle unanimity, supermajority, majority, etc.)
While co-founder Larry Sanger was “editor in chief” of Nu- Additionally, with the burst of the Internet bubble, Sanger
pedia and he was informally known as the “chief organizer” among others, was laid off from Bomis and resigned his
of Wikipedia, neither role was ever claimed again after he Wikipedia role shortly thereafter. Subsequent commentary
resigned from the project. Instead, the Administratorsepag from the sidelines, particularly advocacy for Wikipedia to
[54], discussed more fully below, stresses that everyoar is  respect expert authority, has prompted additional csitici
equal editor. Those that demonstrate themselves to be goodrom those Wikipedians with a strong commitment to radi-
editors may request extra responsibilities but “are not im- cal openness. In any case, Sanger's account recognizes the
bued with special authority.” Yet, while the culture stess  uneasy tension between title, authority, and cultural meme
editorial egalitarianism over administrative resporiiibs, tum at the founding of this community:
this does not mean there are no leaders. Consequently, be-
fore turning to how the community speaks about leadership,
| first present a brief description of the leadership and gov-
ernance structure of Wikipedia itself.

My early rejection of any enforcement authority,
my attempt to portray myself and behave as just an-
other user who happened to have some special moral
authority in the project, and my rejection of rules—
these were all clearly mistakes on my part. They did,
| think, help the project get off the ground; but I re-
ally needed a more subtle and forward-looking un-
derstanding of how an extremely open, decentralized
project might work. [32]

5.1 Founders

The two people in the history of Wikipedia stand out as be-
ing most influential are its co-founders: Larry Sanger and
Jimmy Wales. In keeping with Schein’s analysis of leader-
ship and culture the actions of these two, particularly “how
leaders react to critical incidents and organizationalesy’
very much affected Wikipedia culture. The following brief
account of the crisis of Nupedia’s demise, Wikipedia's rise
and Sanger’s departure provides an excellent introdutbion
leadership in the Wikipedia context.

Wales, a co-owner of Bomis, an Internet content and
search company, hired Sanger in February 2004 to launch
and act as the editor in chief of the Nupedia project. Until he
resigned, Sanger was the most prominent leader of Nupedia
(the original peer review project) and Wikipedia (its Wiki
complement and eventual successor). As Sanger writes in
his April 2005 memoir:

Such an understanding might've been that of Teddy Roo-
sevelt's recommended leadership style: speaking softly an
carrying a big stick. While Sanger did have special authority
in Nupedia, such was not the case in Wikipedia and Sanger’s
corresponding “loudness” was a later cause of regret:

As it turns out, it was Jimmy who spoke softly and
carried the big stick; he first exercised “enforcement
authority.” Since he was relatively silent throughout
these controversies, he was the “good cop,” and | was
the “bad cop”: that, in fact, is precisely how he (pri-
vately) described our relationship. Eventually, | be-
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tern even in the moderation of his earlier philosophical e-
mail lists for which he described his approach as follows:

5.2 Administratorsand the Board

It can be difficult to speak of leadership without a basic un-
derstanding of a community’s structure. Yet, a novel char-
acteristic of Wikipedia is that most anyone who browses
Wikipedia may edit it— though pages doekedif they do

not need to be updated often, do not benefit from popular ed-
its, and otherwise would be constantly experimented upon or
vandalized. Contributors who signed up for an account and
log in—no longer “anonymous”—receive no additional au-
thority in editing a page, instead they have access to useful
features such as a user page and the ability to track the pages
one cares about. Additional features are made accessible to
experienced users in the role of administrator (sysop).
These features permit an administrator to enact Wikipedia
policy and group consensus, particularly with respect € th
management of protected pages, the deletion of pages, or
temporarily blocking computers from which vandalism at-
tacks are being launched. Yet, the Wikipedia’s Administra-
tors page quotes Jimmy Wales as saying, “This should not be

And most interestingly, Sanger attributes a root of the @ big deal.” Indeed, an association with editorial autlydsit
problem in a way that Schein might appreciate: failing to purposely disavowed:

came sick of this arrangement. Because Jimmy had re-
mained relatively toward the background in the early
days of the project, and showed thatt@swilling to
exercise enforcement authority upon occasion, he was
never so ripe for attack as | was. [32]

Perhaps unrealized by Sanger, Wales exhibited this pat-

First, | will frown *very much* on any flaming of
any kind whatsoever. Second, | impose no restrictions
on membership based on my own idea of what ob-
jectivism really is. Third, | hope that the list will be
more “academic” than some of the others, and tend
toward discussions of technical details of epistemol-
ogy. Fourth, I have chosen a “middle-ground” method
of moderation, a sort of behind-the-scenes prodding.
[25, Wales as quoted on p. 2]

recognize the seed of a community and culture around the

project:

Administrators are not imbued with any special
authority, and are equal to everybody else in terms of
editorial responsibility. Some Wikipedians consider
the terms “Sysop” and “Administrator” to be mis-
nomers, as they just indicate Wikipedia users who
have had performance- and security-based restrictions
on several features lifted because they seemed like
trustworthy folks and asked nicely. However, adminis-
trators do not have any special power over other users
other than applying decisions made by all users.

In the early days of Wikipedia all users acted as

For months | denied that Wikipedia was a com-
munity, claiming that it was, instead, only an encyclo-
pedia project, and that there should not be any serious
governance problems if people would simply stick to
the task of making an encyclopedia. This was strictly
wishful thinking. In fact, Wikipedia was from the be-
ginning and is both a community and an encyclopedia
project. [32]

Upon publication of Sanger's memoirs a controversy

arose over whether Sanger even deserved credit as a co-
founder of Wikipedia. However, other responses engaged

more directly on the importance of leadership authority:

Now, | must say... | think a project of such a

administrators and in principle they still should. Any
user can behave as if they are an administrator, pro-
vided that they do not falsely claim to be one, even
if they have not been given the extra administrative
functions. Users doing so are more likely to be nom-
inated as full administrators by members of the com-

editorial policies but is still concerned about contradlimbu-
sive editors and attacks, particularly when they alienak h
quality expert contributors. These questions of autha@uitgt

type can only work *without* a strong authority. It
is important to let people built their own organisation.
Jimbo has this very powerful strength, in this that he
lets most of the organisation be a self-organisation.
For those who know a bit about leadership, it is a
rather rare occurence. For the sake of wikipedia, and
to let all the international projects grow up (without
a strong hand to lead them), it was important that the
role of the editor in chief disappear. [2]

munity and more likely to be chosen when they are
finally nominated. [48]

Essentially, administrators are able to quickly preveut an
intervene in any destructive edit. (However, textual védnda
ism isn’t truly destructive as the previous versions arélava
able; one administrative feature is tlodback which permits
the quick reversion of such edits.)

In the time since its founding, additional levels of author-
ity have appeared as Wikipedia evolved from a small com-
Sanger actually concedes as much in the development ofmunity to a massive project that is now formally constituted
as a nonprofit foundation. In addition to the 800+ active ad-
ministrators [58],bureaucratsappoint those administrators
and other bureaucrats within their specific project, stiesv-

leadership are common, as will be seen in the discussion ofards can, respectively, change any such role. Orthogonal to

dictatorship.

administrative and governance roles there are dés@lop-
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ers,those who actually write the software and administer the ~ The need for “dictatorship” arises from the difficulty in-
servers. herent to decision making in large, voluntary, and consgnsu

At the time of incorporation, Wales delegated some of oriented communities. NSK [20] writes, “Wikipedia suffers
his authority to an initial five, now seven, directors of the from many voices, often contradictory. | think you need an
Board of Trustees, in which he serves as the chair. The Boardinfluential leader to take final decisions (after community
“has the power to direct the activities of the foundation. It input of course).” In addition to differing opinions among
also has the authority to set membership dues, disciplide an those of good faith, an informal and consensus based ap-
suspend members (article IIl), and to amend the corporateproach does not seemingly deal well with those who act in
bylaws (article VI)” [10]. In the realm of editorial dispige  bad faith:
between users (including administrators) dispute regmlut
can be facilitated by mediation or arbitration, the lattanc
issue a binding decision. However, it is recommended that
disputes be worked out civilly between the participantias t
mediation and arbitration can be slow and tedious. The Ar-
bitration Committee, the Board, and Jimmy Wales himself,
ultimately, have the authority to penalize or remove almisiv
users.

Finally, while consensus is preferred for most decisions,
voting does occur in some elections and on pages like ViD

(Votes for Deletion, on pages that are so poor or on topics of  \ypere possible, Wales has delegated authority, particu-

little note). Consistent with earlier research, and as b8l |51y 10 the Board of Trustees and Arbitration Committee,
further seen, multiple models of leadership and governancept much authority remains with Wales:

coexist within Wikipedia.

What is needed in obvious cases like this is a
“benevolent dictator”, whether it's Jimbo Wales or
the arbcom [Arbitration Committee], to examine the
editors’ contributions then ban them, because these
are not bona fide Wikipedians who happen to have a
strong POV [point of view]. They are fanatics acting
to promote the views of a poltical cult, and they're
here for no other reason. Yet here they remain, making
a mockery of everything Wikipedia stands for. [35]

Wikipedia is “at the mercy of” Jimbo. Jimbo has

6. Discussing L eadership delegated his “mercy”, to use your term, to the Arbi-
] ] ] ] tration Committee that he convened over 15 months
In the previous sections | introduced the notion of leader- ago, and which he periodically refreshes the member-

ship in open content communitie_s by way of _existing liter- ship thereof as guided by the wishes of the commu-
ature, particularly that of the Debian community, and, more nity. Significant disciplinary matters in Wikipedia are

specifically, the structure, operation, and culture of &ad thus guided by a number of editors who are held in
ship in Wikipedia by way of histories and Wikipedia’s own high esteem by the community at large (or, at least, so

norms. In this section, | fogus on ho_vv the concept _of lead-  5pe hopes). [9]

ership is understood and discussed in the community. Some

important themes in these conversations are the frustsatio Anthere, a member of the Board of Trustees, described
resulting from the voluntary and consensus character of thethis balance of reserved authority and delegation as one of
community, and the use of metaphors (e.g., dictator or con-facilitating or hindering a direction, reminiscent of thesdr
stitutional monarchy) and the relationship between caltur theory of leadership whereby a leader makes the subordi-
norms such as patience and politeness and Wikipedia lead-nate’s path more satisfying and easier to travel by clarifyi
ership. it and reducing obstructions [62, p. 144]:

6.1 Dictatorshipsand Jimbo'sRole | think that what is especially empowering is the
leadership type of Jimbo. Jimbo is not coaching at alll,

and rather little directing (though hints are sometimes
quite clear), as well as rather little delegating (I think
the foundation would sometimes benefit from more
delegation from Jimbo). His type is essentially sup-
portive. Very low direction but very high support. This

leaves basically as much opportunity to work in cer-
tain directions as one would dream of. However, one
moves in a direction supported by Jimbo much more
quickly than in a direction not supported by Jimbo.

I[t] can take a long time to find a satisfactory decision,
but prevents from travelling in an unsafe direction. [1]

Open content communities with a single prominent leader
sometimes characterize that leader as a type of benevolent
dictator [26, 49]—like the cabal oligarchy of USENET [24]

or Debian [6]. Linus Torvalds, the original author of Linux,

is known as a benevolent dictator. Guido von Rossum, au-
thor of the Python programming language has the additional
honorific of being benevolent dictator “for life,” or BDFL.
Jimmy Wales is also often characterized as a benevolent dic-
tator though it is not a designation he accepts, as we will
see. (While Raymond [26] is seminal for theorizing aspects
of open source leadership, and popularizing the term “benev
olent dictator,” its usage appears to precede him in compute
communities [7] and even its application to Linus Torvalds However, this balance can lead to ambiguities that prompt
[19, 13].) discussion, such as the question of editorial authority. In
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February of 2005 an enormous debate erupted over the illus-
tration included in the encyclopedic article on autofétiat
(Images tend to prompt many debates and raise questions of
censorship, free speech, cultural differences, and ongbe a
appropriateness and quality of Wikipedia. A similar debate
arose for the image in the clitoris article, as well as a cin-
ematic still of Kate Winslet, in th&itanic article, wearing
nothing but a diamond necklace.) When Wales deleted the
photographic image of autofaellatio, which had replaced th
less contentious illustration, Eric Moeller challengeid tic-

tion:

Perhaps you could clarify that this was not done in
your role as trustee. | don’t believe it was, as you did
not consult with Angela and Anthere, so | consider
it just like an edit by any other Wikipedia editor,
only that, of course, you hope that people will take
it more seriously because of the reputation that comes
with your role in the project, past and present. That's
completely reasonable, if done rarely and in cases you
consider important.

The page is currently being edit warred over, and
one editor uses the comment “rv [revert] to Jimbo’s
approved version”. It would be helpful if you could
state here that you are not in the business of approv-
ing articles. | believe your edit summary “This image
is completely unacceptable for Wikipedia” could be
misconstrued to be an official statement, when it is
your personal opinon. Some people still see Wikime-
dia as being governed by a benevolent dictator, and
any explanation would help to eliminate that miscon-
ception.

| still remember how the Spanish Wikipedia forked
over some discussion on advertising. I'm somewhat
worried that people might misunderstand your com-
ments, and assume that you are acting as “Chief Ed-
itor”. On the other side, those who do support the
removal of the image might deliberately seek to cre-
ate that impression in order to further their agenda.
[17]

Wales did not respond to this particular e-mail message,
but continued discussion with respect to the role such an im-
age would serve for educational purposes. However, Wales’
role was further discussed when it was feared that Wikipedia
would be the target of a concerted neo-Nazi “attack.” This
led Wales to clarify that he would prevent such an attack
though he also recognizes the dangers inherent to such ac-
tion:

The danger of course is that the benign dictator
may turn out to be biased or wrong himself. So |
hestitate to do this except in cases where speed is
of essence, or where it's just very clearcut and easy.
What | prefer is that | can act as a temporary bridge
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and “person to blame” while we work on community
solutions.

If 300 NeoNazis show up and start doing seri-
ous damage to a bunch of articles, we don’t need to
have 300 separate ArbCom cases and a nightmare that
drags on for weeks. I'll just do something to lock
those articles down somehow, ban a bunch of people,
and protect our reputation and integrity. And then we
can also work in parallel to think about the best way
to really take care of such problems in the long run.

But if a handful of LaRouche fans want to come
in and do pseudo-NPOV on a handful of relatively
obscure articles, I'm not in favor of me just cracking
heads over it. We can't just ignore it and hope it goes
away, either, of course. We just start thinking about it
and working on it until we come up with something
useful. [42]

Seven months later, on the same thread, Wales further

defined his role as a “constitutional monarch”

I do not believe in the “benevolent dictator” model
for Wikipedia. Our project is of major historical sig-
nificance, and it is not appropriate for any one person
to be the benevolent dictator of all human knowledge.
Obviously.

But we have retained a ‘constitutional monar-
chy’ in our system and the main reason for it is too
_support and _-make possiblea very open system
in which policy is set organically by the commu-
nity and democratic processes and institutions emerge
over a long period of experimentation and consensus-
building....

It is not possible for 10,000 NeoNazis (if such
numbers exist) to storm into Wikipedia and take it
over by subverting our organic democratic processes
because | will not allow it. Period. So we don't have
to overdesign those processes out of a paranoia of a
hostile takeover.

But this also means that we don't need to over-
react right now. We can wait and see. They’ll talk a big
game but just review those message boards and then
look around here. A battle of wits between Wikipedi-
ans and Nazis? | know who I'm betting on. [43]

Wales’ conception of his role was further developed and

articulated on the Talk page of the Meta’s Benevolent Dicta-
tor page:

I am more comfortable with the analogy to the
British monarch, i.e. my power should be (and is) lim-
ited, and should fade over time. Wikipedia is not an
anarchy, though it has anarchistic features. Wikipedia
is not a democracy, though it has democratic features.
Wikipedia is not an aristocracy, though it has aristo-
cratic features. Wikipedia is not a monarchy, though
it has monarchical features.



The situation in nl.wikipedia.org is probably a This kind of hero-worship begins with Christians

good example of how | can play a productive role who find it more chic to parrot Christ's words than

through the judicious exercise of power. My role there to live them. In our context this translates into using

is mostly just as advisor to people in terms of just “Jimbo said ...” as an argument that would stop all

trying to help people think about the bigger picture debate. [31]

and how we can find the best ways to interact and get ) _ )

along to get our incredibly important work done. Interestingly, concern about this role and title led to a-con
But it is also a role of “constitutional” importance, sideration of alternatives for “benevolent dictator” mding

in the sense that everyone who is party to the discus- constitutional monarch, the most trusted party (TMTP, Li-

sion can feel comfortable that whatever agreements ~ NUS Torvalds’ preferred moniker), minence grise, and Deus
are reached will be *binding*, that there is a higher ex Machina [51]. And while the notion of constitutional

enforcement mechanism. It's not up to me to *im- monarch has achieved some stabilization and acceptance
pose* a solution, nor is it up to me directly to *en- within the community, “dictator” will never disappear from

force* a solution chosen by the community, but | do the conversation given its long history within online com-

play a role in guaranteeing with my personal promise munities. Indeed, the notion not only serves as a measure
that valid solutions decided by the community in a of the leader’s actions, but that of other participants.ne o
reasonable fashion will be enforced by someone. of the many threads about sexual content on Wikipedia a

participant wrote to another: “So your opinion is now law?
Wonderful. We don’t need all of those nasty little polls or
votes.... All we have to do is have you make the decision for
us. | thought Jimbo was the benevolent dictator. You seem
just to want to be dictator, period” [30].

Notice that very little of *that* involves actual
power. Rather, it involves respect for me and my role,
and that respect last only so long as | act thoughtfully
and with fairness and justice to everyone, and in ac-
cordance with the broad consensus of the community.

And notice, too, that | believe such authority

) T 6.2 Virtuesand humor
should be replaced as time goes along by institutions

de.wikipedia.org, etc. tural practices attempt to lessen the frustration and asfli

We have very few problems, other than isolated common to Wikipedia interaction: politeness, patience, hu
things, with sysop abuse or cabals, even in smaller ~ Mility and apologies. _ -
languages, and in part because everyone is quite aware Among tr,‘e many politeness norms of Wikipedia, the
that | would take whatever actions necessary to ensure P lease don't bite the newcomers” is exemplary:
due process in all parts of wikipedia, to the best of my

ability. [52] New contributors are prospective "members” and

are therefore our most valuable resource. We must

It is worthwhile noting, that the literature on leadership ~ treat newcomers with kindness and patience—nothing
offers many models, each of which may specify different scares potentially valuable contributors away faster
leadership types. For example, in the above excerpt Wales is  than hostility or elitism. While many newcomers hit
articulating different aspects of Victor Vroom’s and Ppili the ground running, some lack knowledge about the
Yetton's [37] autocratic (decision made by leader alone),  way we do things. [57]

consultative (the problem is shared with and information . . L . .
After immersing oneself in Wikipedia practice for a time,

collected from the group, before the leader decides alone), .. . difficul h fih |
and delegated leadership (the problem is shared, ideas ard IS notdifficult to see that many of these norms are strongly

accepted, and the leader accepts the solution supported b);xermsed by Wales himself, who frequently writes with:
the group) — as is appropriate, since Vroom and Yetton are of
the situational school which advocates different leadprsh
performances as merited by the particular context.

Also, Wales’ concern with not over designing the “or-
ganic democratic processes” echoes Garzarelli’'s and Galop
pini’s [11] notion that the judicious use of charismatic au-
thority can be preferable to a “complex system of rules”
(p. 36). And even though Wales is seemingly conscientious
about the use of his authority, others note that the “charis-
matic” character of his leadership can become unsavory. If
others appropriate what Wales has said or done as the justi- e humility: in response to someone concerned about peren-
fication for their own position, some will object: nial problems, including language policies, Wales wrote,

e patience: on a thread regarding Serbo-Croatian dialects:
“For those who find Mark irritating, and who may not
tend to listen to him on those grounds, | would like to
say, listen to him on this point” [41].

¢ politeness: in response to someone who spoke of a threat-
ened fork over a Frulian dialect and challenged “ARE
YOU CRAZY!I?212121?21" Wales responded, “Good
luck with that. ‘Not yelling at people’ is a critical trait
of leadership in an all volunteer project” [40].
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“I'm very sympathetic to all these points. | don't have an e Leaders tend to be emergent; emerging from an initially
easy answer what to do” [45]. leaderless context by way of merit and a soft touch.

¢ apologies: when Wales recommended some text be added ¢ Leaders operate within a mix of governance models: mer-
to a page when it was already present he wrote, “Ok, my itocratic (setting the direction by leading the way), auto-
mistake, I'm very very sorry. | didn’t see that. | apologize cratic (acting as an arbiter or defender of last resort), an-
for any confusion” [44]. archic (consensus) and occasionally democratic (voting).

Additionally, joking serves to create general camaraderie * Leadership is not granted formal status, (meritocratic
as well as address anxiety about leadership. In response toa action and egalitarian discourse reign), except for the
message about an April fool's joke about Wales as dictator ~ prominent leaders, such as a founder.

someone responded: Early leadership (i.e. founders) lends direction and mo-

These jokes don't have a “point”. If you scour mentum to the development of a community’s culture.
the list for all messages, you will find that | am not ¢ Leaders often convince by persuasion and example though
the only one who has a sense of humour and knows they also retain charismatic authority accumulated from
how to make jokes. In fact, this extends to Ant, Mav, their merit in order to act, as a last resort, as an (auto-
Jimbo, etc. who can occasionally be found to be mak- cratic) arbiter between those of good faith or as a de-
ing a joke on this list. fender against those of bad faith.

| don’'t know how it is with you, but as far as |
know the point of humour is to lighten up a situation,
and only occasionally to make a point. [59]

e Leaders whose autocratic actions exceed their accumu-
lated merit/charisma risk being hounded to death within
their community, or the community forking.

Ironically, April fool's jokes are a source of difficulty o Humor and politeness facilitate camaraderie between all

themselves since this tomfoolery isn't present and under-  participants and eases the exercise of authority and the
stood in all cultures, some use it as an excuse for outright  yg|ated anxiety about it.

vandalism, and many object to any change of encyclopedic .
articles for humorougpurjposes y g yelop ¢ Only those leaders that tread carefully and continue to
Much like the ancient USENET parody on a cabal [24] , make important contributions (including, now, the judi-

Shannon wrote (tongue in cheek) a message entitled “how to S(;qus e>:er(i|sewti:°_lau;qcratlc agtr;]onty)barehgranted the
join a cabal” to the list: ictator” title. While this term might not be the most ap-

propriate in capturing the genuine character of this role,

I have reliable information that an over-zealous it serves as a warning: a good-natured joke balanced on
Australian is about to launch a coup to gain control of the edge of becoming a feared reality. It serves as a cau-
the wikimedia cabal (and hence all international com- tion to such leaders, as well as a metaphoric yardstick for
merce, and politics). | am told that he goes by the code discussing any participant’s action.

name of Ta bu shi da yu (which may well contain de-
monic anagrams, several super-computers from wiki-
media’s secret service are currently working on the
problem). | attach a letter i recently intercepted where
he goes so far as to claim that control is all ready his;
this suggests that he believes a sizable number of edi-
tors will join him in his rebellion. [34]

So as to provide an identifier for further discussion, and to
distinguish it from the popularly discussed notion of “bene
olent dictator,” upon which it builds, | call such leadergshi
“authorial.” | choose — or stumbled — upon this term after
recalling an expression | learned in a class on early Chris-
tian history: primus inter pares This notion was used by
early church leaders (e.g., the Bishop of Rome, now the

Politeness and humor permit the community to discuss a pope) and present day patriarchs to indicate a status df “firs
source of anxiety without actually accusing or attacking on  among equals.” This then led me to the terms “patriarch,”
another. “ethnarch,” “archons” and finally “auctoritas.” The Oxford
. . Classical Dictionary defines patrum auctoritas as: “the as-
7. Authorial Leadership, a Theory sent given by the ‘fathers’ (patres) to decisions of the Rema
The theoretical approach of this paper has not been to con-popular assemblies. The nature of this assent is uncleat, bu
test, or even reconstitute [5], a single existing theorm-Si  may have been a matter of confirming that the people’s deci-
ply, there is, as of yet, little (to no) literature on leader- sion contained no technical or religious flaws. The ‘fathers
ship in Wikipedia. Instead, I've identified features of lead in question were probably only the patrician senators,ht t
ship in related communities (e.g. emergent leaders, discus whole senate...” [18]. Auctoritas is the Latin root of Eisli
sion of cabals and benevolent dictators, humor, etc.,); con words authority and author. Given that “benevolent dicta-
firmed their existence in the Wikipedia community, and sub- tors” are often the founding author of open content projects
sequently subsume, extend, and marshal them under the theit seems appropriate. Additionally, the form of power irher
oretical notion of an open content community. ent in auctoritas fits the notion of leadership presented.her
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It is not a coercive order but a recommendation with a nor-
mative force based on the prestige and charisma of a leader.
Theodore Mommsen wrote of it as a force that is “more than
an advice and less than an order: it is an advice whose com-
pliance it is not easy to evade...” [16, Mommsen, as cited on
p.25]. Lottiere’s concludes his discussion of the notion by
writing:

(6]

For all these reasons we can say that auctoritas
wals] on the edge between the legal world and the so-
cial life, the beliefs, the customs. It is in condition to
influence the decisions by its prestige. Therefore, peo-
ple refusing the auctoritas can ignore it, but they know
that by the decision they are out of the community.
[16, p. 25].

(7]

And this dovetails into the possibility of forking!

This theory could be tested explicitly against other autho-
rial leaders of open content communities; for example,ghos
who are known to be of a good humor and referred to as
“dictators,” such as Linus Torvalds and Guido von Rossum,
and those who are not — who | won’t mention for fear of
offending.

(8]

9]

8. Conclusion

If one were to draw lessons from the case of Wikipedia
for aspiring leaders in similar communities, the first truth
to be recognized is that it takes a lot of work. In fact, the
passion needed to dedicate oneself to the often voluminous,
mostly voluntary, and possibly thankless work undercuts my
supposition; people don’t set out to be leaders, they end up
as such. They were dedicated to some small project (e.g.,
software or an encyclopedia) around which a community
developed and must then be guided and protected. However,
when a person comes to be responsible for more than he or 12]
she can do by dint of will alone, new responsibilities and
authority pull taut a tightrope that must be carefully walke
before the eyes of one’s peers. Sanger’s insightful refiesti
about his exit from the community and Wales’ moniker of
benevolent dictator are testaments to this.

(10]

(11]

(13]
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