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Introduction

Wikipedia is an encyclopedia built through the collaborative efforts of dedicated individuals with diverse specializations in various fields (Wikipedia:About, 2012). Some academics who are against the usage of Wikipedia think the project is unethical because it cannot assume responsibility of its contents due to the nature of its existence (Gorman, 2007; Tucker, 2008). On the other hand, one could also argue that the reason for the academic's rejection of Wikipedia is how it decentralizes the traditional research-driven hierarchy of knowledge dissemination to provide people throughout the world a chance to contribute to and learn from this global knowledge bank (Eijkman, 2010; Fallis, 2008).
By examining the definition and nature of Wikipedia, investigating how Wikipedia may not be ethical in terms of upholding basic moral standards toward its users, and determining the extent to which the global Wikipedia community upholds the Wikipedia’s editing policies to maintain ethical practices, this paper will attempt to challenge the academics’ disapproval of Wikipedia as a reliable source of knowledge and consider the ethicality of Wikipedia practices in relation to education. I will argue that Wikipedia itself is not unethical, that it is how the content contributors and end users make use of the platform which determines the ethicalness in Wikipedia.
The Definition and Nature of Wikipedia
Jimmy Wales, the founder of the Wikimedia Foundation which manages the Wikipedia project, stated in his 2005 TED talk that the goal of the foundation is “to get a free encyclopedia to every single person on the planet.” His vision is to help build a world where knowledge is free-for-all. To achieve this, he set out the Wikipedia project to be built by the users, for the users.

Since the contents on Wikipedia are created by the users, it is possible for people to use the encyclopedia for personal gains by creating misleading or inaccurate information. In reference to this need for neutrality, Wales pointed out in the talk that: 

The real struggle is not between the right and the left. It’s between the party of the thoughtful and the party of the jerks, and no side of the political spectrum has a monopoly on either of those qualities (TED, 2005).
The purpose of Wikipedia is therefore to present to the public an unbiased view of factual information. This is the reason for Wales’ firm stance in the establishment and upholding of the three core policies for editing on Wikipedia: Neutral point of view (NPOV), Verifiability, and No original research.
The NPOV policy asks contributors to represent all information on Wikipedia in fair and unbiased ways (Wikipedia:Neutral point of view, 2012). Verifiability asks for the usage of information from reliable sources so that users may verify for themselves the information they seek (Wikipedia:Verifiability, 2012). No original research is akin to Verifiability, but further directs contributors to avoid using original research information because such information cannot be verified through reliable sources (Wikipedia:No original research, 2012). These policies serve the purpose of assuring content validity and reliability for its users, but an examination of the Wikipedia Risk disclaimer (2001), however, seems to say otherwise:

USE WIKIPEDIA AT YOUR OWN RISK. PLEASE BE AWARE THAT ANY INFORMATION YOU MAY FIND IN WIKIPEDIA MAY BE INACCURATE, MISLEADING, DANGEROUS, ADDICTIVE, UNETHICAL OR ILLEGAL. (para. 1 & 2)
In addition, there are vandals (who put unconstructive content onto Wikipedia) and trolls (who put unconstructive content onto Wikipedia to provoke others) who intentionally disrupt Wikipedia and its users (Shachaf & Hara, 2010; Wikipedia:Vandals versus trolls, 2012). Taken together, the implication for users of the free encyclopedia is that the current content monitoring system (i.e. the three core policies mentioned above) is unable to ensure that all of the contents found on Wikipedia are reliable. Those who do not have the training in critical literacy may not be able to determine the reliability of the information found on Wikipedia. These are the reasons that make some academics argue that Wikipedia (and other Web 2.0 platforms) cannot be considered to conduct ethical practices to promote knowledge collaboration/dissemination (Gorman, 2007; Tucker, 2008).

How Wikipedia is Unethical

G. E. Gorman (2007) questions in his article whether or not Wikipedia is “just another Internet scam?” He uses Encyclopedia Britannica Online’s argument against Wikipedia to state that: 
1. Wikipedia is not accurate because not all users provide accurate information.

2. Wikipedia’s user-based monitoring system for content accuracy is problematic.

3. Wikipedia’s authors can be anonymous, thus avoiding the responsibility of their edits (p. 274).

Gorman then connects these three points to information ethics, which is "the branch of ethics that focuses on the relationship between the creation, organization, dissemination, and use of information, and the ethical standards and moral codes governing human conduct in society" (Reitz, 2010). He stresses that “Wikipedia can be shown to be an unethical resource unworthy of our respect” (Gorman, 2007, p. 274) by relating information entropy (the general acceptance of errors as facts) to the importance of drawing the line before a person’s freedom of expression harms another person’s rights. Gorman explains how some contributors have been found to purposefully put defamatory information on Wikipedia to harm others. He then ends his article by saying that since the articles on Wikipedia do not go through the same review process as those in academia before publication, Wikipedia has the potential to harm others and should therefore not be treated as an encyclopedia and be subject to regulation (p. 275).
As cited in Gorman’s (2007) article, Luciano Floridi suggest the following as basic moral laws of information ethics, where “infosphere” is referred to as the “information realm”:

1. Entropy ought not to be caused in the infosphere (null law).

2. Entropy ought to be prevented in the infosphere.

3. Entropy ought to be removed from the infosphere.

4. Information welfare ought to be promoted by extending (information quantity), improving (information quality) and enriching (information variety) the infosphere (Floridi, 1998, p. 17).

Based on Floridi’s four basic moral laws of information ethics, Gorman’s argument against Wikipedia’s ethicality appears to be well-supported mainly because contributors can remain anonymous and edit freely without repercussion. Gorman’s article, however, does not state how the Wikipedia community handles entries that violate Wikipedia policies. This is concerning, because many academics who have investigated Wikipedia’s reliability issue point out how quickly misleading or defamatory information is corrected/deleted from the system (Black, 2008; Fallis, 2008; Shachaf & Hara, 2010). 
The Wikipedia Community and its Policies
The people who contribute to Wikipedia articles make up the Wikipedia community. In this community, the three core policies of NPOV, Verifiability and No original research guide contributors in the choices they make when editing articles on Wikipedia. Since their inception, the policies have evolved to incorporate those for content, conduct, deletion, enforcement, legal, and procedural operations. (Wikipedia:List of policies, 2012). Every member of the community is asked to follow these policies. Those who have taken on administrative roles ensure that all of the policies are properly enforced (Fallis, 2008). 
A comparison between Floridi’s laws and Wikipedia’s policies, however, reveals that the ethical standards of Wikipedia have already been established and are being maintained by the Wikipedia community. Information entropy cannot be caused and is prevented under Wikipedia policies because information on the encyclopedia needs to be unbiased facts verified by trustworthy sources. If dis/misinformation (falsified & misleading/mistaken information) is found, editors and administrators can modify or remove the content so that it adheres to the policies. Wikipedia’s policies thus promote information welfare by extending, improving, and enriching the infosphere. The community of Wikipedians is therefore the one which ensure the ethicalness of contents found on Wikipedia.
Wikipedia and the Global Peer Review Process

Gorman (2007) concludes in his article that Wikipedia needs to be regulated so that no harm is done to others who use the online encyclopedia. He points out how the academic peer review system safeguards the standard of knowledge before its dissemination into academia, and contrasts this with how information on Wikipedia is immediately shared with the public without regulation. In academia, scholars who wish to publish their work in academic journals are asked to submit their work for peer review in advance so that revisions can be made to produce the best possible content (Bucholtz, 2010). During the review process, a reviewer specialized in the select field of study evaluates and critiques the work based a strong standard of “what it could and should be as a contribution to knowledge” (Ibid., p. 89). 

Since Wikipedia is an encyclopedia which allows anyone on the Internet to edit, the review process that an academic paper undertakes before publication can be compared to the constant state of edition and revision for all the articles on Wikipedia (Black, 2008; Carvin, 2006; Lamb, 2004; Soylu, 2009). The difference between scholarly reviews and Wikipedia edits is that the former is performed by scholars with academic credentials, and the latter have the possibility of being performed by those with falsified credentials (Miller, 2007). The issue of ethicality thus becomes an issue of reliability.
Wikipedia and Reliability

Don Fallis (2008) set out his research to determine the epistemic values of Wikipedia. He points out that even though a comparison of the contents of Wikipedia to those in Encyclopedia Britannica Online for reliability has merit, a more accurate comparison would be between Wikipedia and other free online sources of information. 
Fallis identifies three elements that promote reliability in Wikipedia: the Wiki technology, wisdom of the crowds, and Wikipedia’s policies. The Wiki technology enables users of the Internet to collaborate on a single topic. When an article in an encyclopedia is open to scrutiny by millions of people, dis/misinformation has a significantly higher chance of being identified and revised. The wisdom of the crowds, Fallis postulates, allows opinions of large groups of people with varying degrees of expertise and viewpoints on the topics to be shared, discussed and (dis)agreed upon. This element is based on the notion that the majority vote is less likely to be wrong than a vote made by a single, intelligent individual. Fallis then explains that under the NPOV policy, contributors need to come to a consensus when disagreements arise on a topic. Under the Verifiability policy, any information that cannot be verified through reputable sources can be removed. When all of the three elements are combined together, the reliability of contents found on Wikipedia can be further developed (pp. 1669-1671).
Wikipedia and Education
The Wikipedia Risk disclaimer (2011) ends by warning users:“ DO NOT RELY UPON ANY INFORMATION FOUND IN WIKIPEDIA WITHOUT INDEPENDENT VERIFICATION” (para. 8). Since most students may not be aware of how to critically examine the contents found on seemingly trustworthy sites such as Wikipedia, educators could thus make use of such  opportunities to enhance students’ critical literacy skills.

In an online interview (Young, 2008), Chris Jensen - a professor of Religious Studies at the University of Saskatchewan, describes the things he had learned from assigning his class to improve Wikipedia’s Chinese religion articles. Jensen explains how he first searched Wikipedia for articles on the topic that were in poor shape. He then asked the students to work in groups to edit a select topic, validate the (existing) information through research, provide references, and expand the article through further research. Jensen’s assignment demonstrates how Wikipedia can be used in education to not only enhance knowledge on a particular subject but also help students acquire the collaborative working skills and the ownership needed to enhance their learning. 

In another study, Erik Black (2008) investigated how Wikipedia’s open access to knowledge contribution could be adapted to improve the traditional peer review system. He argues that the traditional review process is time consuming, has relativistic standards, does not yield a fair review process across all academic journals. He suggests academics to reexamine the structure of the traditional peer review process and consider ways to match Wikipedia’s “rapid creation and dissemination of knowledge” in order to meet today’s needs (pp. 73-76).
From these perspectives, the application of Wikipedia in education could also be considered to counter some of the claims that scholars have made against the ethicality of Wikipedia.
Conclusion

As suggested by Gorman (2007), for something to be unethical, it would need to bring about harm to another person’s rights. If Wikipedia was an unethical scam, the policies on Wikipedia would not be able to meet the basic moral laws of information ethics set out by Floridi (1998). Educators would not be so eager to find ways to help improve Wikipedia through innovative class assignments, and the traditional academic peer review system wouldn’t need to match Wikipedia’s method of disseminating knowledge. Through Wikipedia, knowledge dissemination has evolved to meet the needs of the public. Through this process, the general public is becoming more empowered in the acquisition, contribution and distribution of knowledge. Wikipedia should therefore not be considered unethical simply because it aggregates knowledge to everyone who has access to the Internet. On the contrary, the fact that knowledge can be freely distributed and revised should make the encyclopedia even more ethical in practice.
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