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FCJ-154 Trolls, Peers and the Diagram of Collaboration

I begin with two images. The first image is actually a diagram. [1] Call it the new diagram 
of work; specifically, of working together online. It is the diagram of collaboration. The 
diagram of collaboration is abstracted from any particular setting or function. There is no 
representation of time, and its spatial logics are purely relational, or topological. Collaboration 
takes place in the open, under conditions of openness. Workers, or participants, are first and 
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Abstract:  
 
The warm and fuzzy rhetorics of network cultures–words like collaboration, 
participation and open communities–have always been made possible 
through acts of analytic metonymy. Once an ‘open community’ has been 
established, to take an example, deviations are all too often depicted as 
one-off exceptions, as problematic individuals bent on destroying the 
common spaces and creations of the well-meaning many. The figure of the 
troll and its modus operandi of ‘flaming’ are exemplary in this regard. The act 
of naming someone a troll, not only reaffirms the general ‘good faith’ of the 
rest of the community, but also transforms antagonism into a mere character 
flaw. In this article, I suggest the notion of the frame, read primarily through 
Bateson and Goffman, can be translated into online spaces in order to make 
visible the structural conditions that underpin forms of online antagonism. 
Drawing from “article deletion” discussions in Wikipedia, I show how the 
ascription of negative subjectivities–trolls, vandals, fundamentalists etc.– is 
the result of an priori ‘frame politics’.

issue 22 2013: Trolls and the Negative Space of the Internet
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foremost equal. The two-dimensional bodies are literally cut from the same stuff, and their 
synoptic gaze is spread symmetrically and indiscriminately. Their circular arrangement and 
lack of distinguishing qualities further emphasises the non-hierarchical or ‘peer’ nature of 
this mode of work. Difference is only registered in the varying colours of the 2D cutouts. 
The vibrancy of these colours suggests they are to be celebrated, that they are generally 
and vaguely positive, but they have no obvious bearing on the activities of work. Colour 
is a difference that makes no difference. Finally, the spirit of this diagram, if diagrams can 
be said to have such a thing, is captured in the joined, raised hands of the cutout figures. 
Collaboration is working together and such togetherness is what makes it both unique and 
superior. [2] 
 

The second image is that of the internet troll. In contrast to the diagram of collaboration, 
the figure of the troll is rich in detail. Personal hygiene, eating habits, bodily shape and 
condition, sleeping patterns, dress, dwelling; in short, the troll’s entire habitus – complete 
with Mother’s 1970s carpet – is offered here for the sake of a laugh. Combined, the picture 
and accompanying descriptions capture many core aspects of the internet troll, the most 
important of which is the sense that trolls represent a kind of pure negativity. As it is 
commonly remarked of the troll, it unleashes its vitriol and damaging stunts simply for 
the ‘lulz’, that is, for its own pleasure and nothing more. This pure negativity is explicitly 
not related to a recognisable political programme or a demand for some form of justice 
and instead, stems from the core of the troll’s very being. Unlike collaborative peers, the 
troll is depicted as a lone figure. While trolls may act together to coordinate attacks, for 
example, there is nevertheless the sense that the troll is on the outside, too dysfunctional 
and destructive for meaningful relationships. The historical emergence of trolls, their 
possible motivations, and the range of activities that may or may not be considered 

[Figure 1] : Collaboration (source: 
http://www.brindlemedia.net/2013/01/

collaboration-boomers-geny/)
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trolling, are not of direct consequence or interest (see Coleman, 2012) for this essay. There 
are, instead, three questions about trolls that I want to focus on: Why are the activities of 
trolling so commonly depicted as stemming from personality defects or character flaws 
and reducible to the individual? What is the effect of naming someone or thing as a troll? 
And what, if anything, is the relationship between the figure of the troll and the diagram 
of collaboration? These questions will help make visible a kind of liberal and exclusionary 
politics that underpins – and indeed, makes possible – much collaborative work, which I 
will consider in relation to writing, editing, sorting and maintaining articles on Wikipedia. 
Before I commence, though, a further note on collaboration.

 
There is a large body of literature on collaboration as a distinct mode of working together. 
In the business world, the origin story of collaboration often begins with Toyota’s strategy 
of setting up non-competitive working relationships with members of its supply chain. From 
around 2006 onwards, however, a body of work on collaboration emerged to specifically 

Figure 2. The hard knock life of an internet troll 
(source: http://blog.getsatisfaction.com/2011/04/27/
infographic-the-hard-knock-life-of-an-internet-troll/)
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describe working together online and it is this revised notion that is expressed in the 
diagram. The renewed interest in collaboration emerged almost exactly with the rise of 
Wikipedia as a popular cultural artifact. In fact, projects like Wikipedia pose the problem 
of working together that theorists of collaboration attempt to solve (Benkler, 2006; Bruns, 
2008; Elliott, 2006; Jenkins, 2006; Reagle, 2010; Shirky, 2008). Within this literature, 
collaboration is commonly positioned as the kind of work that takes place in forms of 
organisation that do not rely ‘on market signals or managerial commands’ (Benkler, 2006: 
60). Managerial command and control structures are replaced with non-hierarchical peer 
structures, which do not need to respond to the price signals of the market to organise 
production. With no apparent organisational a priori, collaborative work is often described 
as ‘unmanaged’, as enabling a ‘spontaneous division of labour’ (Shirky, 2008: 118), and as 
making possible what Axel Bruns describes as ‘ad hoc meritocracy’ (2008: 25).

If collaboration is ‘open to anyone’, if managerial hierarchies are replaced with peers and 
if there is no traditional market to organise value, how does collaboration sort desirable 
contributions and contributors from undesirable ones? How does one judge what is 
good, what belongs and what doesn’t? This question of sorting offers a different way into 
thinking about the how of collaboration. It is a question that has rarely been considered in 
any detail, with the exception, perhaps, of Joseph Reagle’s discussion of the Wikipedia’s 
Neutral Point of View (NPOV) policy.

Through a consideration of the entry on Evolution, Reagle shows how collaboration is 
actually only possible because of NPOV, together with the assumption of ‘good faith’ (2010: 
45–55). NPOV is the mechanism that seemingly allows both believers and critics of the 
theory of evolution to work together and, importantly, to work out any conflicts that arise in 
the process. Reagle also digs up the following quotation from Wales, which suggests that 
Wikipedia’s co-founder sees NPOV in a similar way:

The whole concept of neutral point of view, as I originally envisioned it, was 
this idea of a social concept, for helping people get along: to avoid or side-
step a lot of philosophical debates. Someone who believes that truth is social-
ly constructed, and somebody who believes that truth is a correspondence to 
the facts in reality, they can still work together. (Wales, cited in Reagle, 2010: 
53)

From the perspective of Reagle and Wales, therefore, collaboration is the result of certain 
principles that seemingly allow everyone to work together regardless of their particular 
point of view. Wikipedia is collaborative not because it has no hierarchies, but because 



fibreculturejournal.org       FCJ-154           19   

Nathaniel Tkacz

it has policies that mediate different, and indeed, often conflicting views, seemingly 
absorbing different perspectives into a single frame. While Reagle’s work is exceptional in 
coupling the concept of collaboration with core Wikipedia policies, I am less certain about 
the possibility for NPOV and other core policies to mediate different ‘points of view’ and 
the disputes that emerge from them. To explore the role of policies and procedures in the 
sorting of articles, I now turn to an instance of failed collaboration: Wikipedia Art.

Article for Deletion: Wikipedia Art

Yes, anyone can edit. No guarantee your edit will stick, though. All edits can 
also be reversed and deleted. Goes both ways, you see. So if you want to say 
Wikipedia is your temporary canvas, until someone notices what you did, then 
sure, it’s your canvas.

— User: Equaczion

Wikipedia Art was a short-lived, highly controversial addition to Wikipedia. It was by 
no means a typical article, conceived rather as a work of concept art in the guise of an 
encyclopaedic entry. The article was created on February 14, 2009, by the artists Scott 
Kildall and Nathaniel Stern, who describe their piece as an art intervention with ‘a nod to 
the traditions of concept- and network-based art’, and further elaborate that ‘Wikipedia Art 
is many things: an open-ended concept, an immanent object, a collaborative text and a 
net-work that complicates the very possibility of these distinctions’ (Kildall and Stern, 2011: 
165).[3] The first few lines of the entry as it initially appeared on Wikipedia read:

Wikipedia Art is a conceptual artwork composed on Wikipedia, and is thus art 
that anyone can edit. It manifests as a standard page on Wikipedia — entitled 
Wikipedia Art. Like all Wikipedia entries, anyone can alter this page as long 
as their alterations meet Wikipedia’s standards of quality and verifiability. As 
a consequence of such collaborative and consensus-driven edits to the page, 
Wikipedia Art itself, changes over time. (Kildall and Stern, 2009)

Wikipedia Art no longer exists on Wikipedia. There are, however, several traces of the 
entry that still haunt the site. At the former address of the original Wikipedia Art webpage, 
readers are presented with a short message about the article’s (non)existence:
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This page has been deleted. The deletion and move log for the page are pro-
vided below for reference. • 06:30, 15 February 2009 Werdna (talk | contribs) 
deleted ‘Wikipedia Art’ (A7: No indication that the article may meet guidelines 
for inclusion)

(Wikipedia Contributors, 2012c)

The details reveal that the entry titled, ‘Wikipedia Art’ lasted a mere day before being 
deleted by Wikipedia administrator, ‘Werdna’. Besides these details and the links to 
information about Werdna are details (in brackets and with links) about why the page was 
deleted. Following the link to ‘A7’ takes readers to the policy page ‘Wikipedia: Criteria for 
speedy deletion’. The page provides a list of criteria for when it is acceptable for Wikipedia 
administrators to ‘bypass deletion discussion, at their discretion and immediately delete 
Wikipedia pages or media’ (Wikipedia Contributors, 2013a). The rationale for the existence 
of this administrator privilege is to ‘reduce the time spent on deletion discussions for 
pages or media with no practical chance of surviving discussion’ (Wikipedia Contributors, 
2013a). The list of criteria include things like ‘patent nonsense’, ‘pure vandalism and blatant 
hoaxes’, ‘creations by banned or blocked users’, ‘no context’, ‘no content’, and in the case 
of Wikipedia Art, ‘no indication of importance’ (Wikipedia Contributors, 2013a).

However, before Werdna had swooped in and ‘speedily deleted’ Wikipedia Art, thus 
classifying it as having no importance and ‘no practical chance of surviving discussion’, 
a discussion about its merits had already begun. When there is a significant debate 
underway about the validity of an article, it is usually nominated as an ‘Article for Deletion’ 
(AfD). The nomination activates a series of procedures and rules for conducting and 
settling debates about deletion, which are outlined in the ‘Wikipedia:Articles for deletion’ 
page. Any previous debate about the article’s validity (from the ‘discussion’ section of an 
entry) is copied over to a newly designated page where the rest of the debate plays out. 
‘Wikipedia:Articles for deletion’, further notes that ‘articles listed are normally discussed 
for at least seven days, after which the deletion process proceeds based on community 
consensus’ (Wikipedia Contributors, 2013b). Wikipedia Art therefore followed a somewhat 
unusual trajectory, seemingly proving worthy of discussion and speedy deletion at the 
same time.

At the bottom of the AfD page is a search bar that provides access to the archive of all 
previous AfD discussions. It is here that the most important trace of Wikipedia Art resides: 
the record of the debate itself. The deletion debate was quite short, both in length and 
time (roughly 7,500 words over one day), but it nonetheless makes visible how the body of 
instructions and procedures for article deletion actually played out.
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Discussants generally begin their contribution with a pronouncement of what they think the 
fate of the article should be, or by classifying their contribution in an immediately graspable 
manner. The most common classifications are ‘keep’ or ‘delete’, but in this particular debate 
others include ‘comment’, ‘proposal’, ‘recap’ and ‘move to project space’. The deletion 
discussion is opened by user DanielRigal, the same user who marked it as an AfD. This 
user writes:

This is an attempt to use Wikipedia as an ‘art platform’. It is not encyclopae-
dic. It can never be encyclopaedic by its very nature. It can’t be referenced to 
anything other than itself because it is an original work based on Wikipedia. 
These guys need to get themselves their own Wiki and host this there. It also 
seems to be part of a walled garden of suspicious articles about the artists 
themselves (Scott Kildall, Nathaniel Stern, and Brian Sherwin). It seems that 
they have accounts and edit these themselves. They may, or may not, be 
significantly notable outside of their own circle and may, or may not, have in-
flated their importance in their articles. I think it needs looking at. DanielRigal 
(talk) 20:54, 14 February 2009 (UTC) [4]

There are two main arguments put forward and several issues raised in DanielRigal’s initial 
post. The first and most obvious criticism is that it is not an encyclopaedic contribution. 
While DanielRigal does not explicitly refer to any policies, guidelines or principles, this first 
argument is supported by the first of Wikipedia’s five core operating principles, or ‘Five 
Pillars’. At the time of the deletion discussion, the first pillar read:

Wikipedia is an encyclopedia incorporating elements of general and special-
ized encyclopedias, almanacs, and gazetteers. All articles must strive for 
verifiable accuracy: unreferenced material may be removed, so please provide 
references. Wikipedia is not the place to insert personal opinions, experienc-
es, or arguments. Original ideas, interpretations, or research cannot be veri-
fied, and are thus inappropriate. Wikipedia is not a soapbox; an advertising 
platform; a vanity press; an experiment in anarchy or democracy; an indiscrim-
inate collection of information; or a web directory. It is not a newspaper or a 
collection of source documents; these kinds of content should be contributed 
to the Wikimedia sister projects. (Wikipedia Contributors, 2009)

DanielRigal’s second argument leads directly from the first and further serves to define 
what constitutes something as ‘encyclopaedic’. Wikipedia Art cannot be encyclopaedic, 
the argument goes, because it only exists on Wikipedia and therefore ‘can’t be referenced 
to anything other than itself ’. It is an argument about ‘verifiability’ and serves to define 
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‘encyclopaedic’ in such terms. The post finishes by flagging concerns about self-editing 
(which relates to the behavioural guideline about ‘conflict of interest’) and by questioning 
the notability of the artists themselves (see ‘Wikipedia:Notability’).

The first to respond to DanielRigal is a user called Artintegrated, who begins by noting, 
‘Whether these people do simple edits on their own pages in no way validates what 
they have said here. If something is true then it should stay in the article regardless’. It is 
targeted loosely at the concerns that DanielRigal finished on. Following this, Artintegrated 
writes, ‘Did you know this article is already referenced at The Whole 9 […] just today. I 
feel that your idea that it can only reference itself is unfounded at this point’. This is an 
attempt to overcome the verification dilemma, and cuts to the heart of the Wikipedia Art 
experiment. DanielRigal immediately recognises the issue and responds accordingly:

you can’t have a circular chain of references. You can’t reference Wikipedia 
from a non-RS [reliable source] blog that itself references Wikipedia. By that 
logic, any information replicated on two different websites and referencing 
eachother [sic] would be gospel truth. Referencing does not work like that.

DanielRigal also notes that users can’t write their own articles because they ‘lack 
objectivity’. Two more users add comments: one responds to the objectivity question, 
‘there is no such thing as objectivity on Wikipedia. That is the whole point — it is inherently 
subjective’, and the other suggests giving the article ‘time to improve’. To this DanielRigal 
responds,

Please read the article carefully and see that it can’t possibly improve to 
become a valid Wikipedia article. It is an article about itself. It is intrinsically 
unencyclopaedic. I don’t think it was necessarily created in bad faith but it is 
an abuse of Wikipedia to seek to use it as an art platform and it undermines 
Wikipedia as an encyclopaedia.

The early part of the debate therefore follows two lines, one on what is considered 
encyclopaedic in relation to verifiability and the other on whether or not it is acceptable for 
editors to write material about themselves. And while DanielRigal is initially outnumbered 
three to one, new discussants soon come to his aid. RHaworth categorises their post as 
Delete and writes, ‘Only fractionally better than any MADEUP topic. Created very recently. 
Also a totally confused concept — a collaborative art project — fine. But trying to do it on 
one Wikipedia page — you must be joking mate! We also have an avoid self-reference rule’.
[5] Contributors JohnCD and LtPowers also suggests deletion: ‘an interesting concept, 
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but not suitable here: this is an encyclopaedia’ and ‘Out of scope as a project, completely 
lacking in evident notability as a concept’.

At this point DanielRigal discovers the artists’ own wiki, which mirrors the page on 
Wikipedia. It forces him to revise his initial argument:

OK. Now I am really confused. They have a Wiki of their own at: wikipediaart.
org, which has the same content as the Wikipedia article we are discussing 
here. I am not sure how the two are meant to relate to eachother [sic] but it 
may be that they are confused as to the difference between a Wiki and Wiki-
pedia. I am not sure which site they are proposing to be the actual art work. If 
it is the Wikipedia article then all I have said above is correct. If it is their own 
Wiki then the circularity is broken and the article is not intrinsically unency-
clopaedic. In that case I would like to add the following alternative reasons to 
delete the article: Lack of notability and lack of RS references.

It seems now that it isn’t the very possibility of the article that is objectionable, but rather 
that it isn’t notable enough and is still not verified by reliable sources. A discussion about 
the location of the art project and how that bears on the encyclopaedia entry also follows. 
Freshacconci enters the debate by affirming DanielRigal’s initial position, but then adds 
another layer of complexity:

This could never be properly sourced, as it could only exist here first before 
it could ever be written about in order for it to be notable enough to be men-
tioned here. Yes, an interesting paradox, but that’s not our problem. We can 
only go by Wikipedia policies and guidelines, and it’s pretty clear that this 
needs to be deleted. But here’s an idea: the fact that this was attempted and 
subsequently deleted could possibly generate enough third-party coverage 
to make the initial project notable enough to be included (at least as part of 
the artists’ articles). But until then, it cannot stay. It’s not encyclopedic as an 
entirely self-referential article.

By the middle of the debate there is still nothing close to consensus, at least as defined in 
the traditional sense of ‘agreement’. New arguments continue to be introduced, while some 
points are laboured many times over. Statements in favour of deletion come to include: 
‘This does not make any sense: it is an article about itself. I think the article is a breaching 
experiment’; ‘This does not fit Wikipedia’; ‘‘Wikipedia Art’ fails WP:N and WP:V’; ‘I see 
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no reason to make an exception for its failure to meet basic requirements for Wikipedia 
articles. In the absence of any reasons given for overriding Wikipedia basic policy, I see 
no reason not to delete ‘Wikipedia Art’’; ‘Previous discussions about sourcing are besides 
the point, because this is an art project, and art projects are not allowed in article space’; 
‘an article is an attempt to objectively capture the facts about a subject and […] art is a 
subjective attempt to say something original about something. Given that Wikipedia is 
for objectivity and against original research it really is an incredibly inappropriate place 
to seek to make art’; ‘We ask for reliable sources and you give us blogs. We complain 
of original research and you seek to remedy it by soliciting more original research. I 
would have expected better’; ‘Speedy Delete — G1, G2, G3, or G11 — Take your pick. 
How about simply not notable, vandalism, hoax, etc? Whether it can be considered art or 
not is irrelevant. Wikipedia ain’t your canvas’; ‘This ‘article’ seems designed to violate as 
many of our basic policies as possible. Linking every word? Signatures in article space? 
Ridiculous amounts of self-referencing? An article that is about nothing but itself? It is 
absurd’; ‘WP:OR, WP:SOAPBOX, not notable, no reliable sources except one blog, trying 
to use wikipedia for something other than writing an encyclopedia…. why are we even 
having this discussion?’; and finally, there is a suggestion that Wikipedia Art is ‘most likely 
infringing on the Wikimedia Foundation’s copyright on the name Wikipedia’. While there 
are, at least in the middle of the debate, equal voices in favour of keeping Wikipedia Art, 
the mode of argumentation is notably different. The excerpts show how ‘Deleters’ regularly 
refer to policies and guidelines and how they tend to be highly dismissive of the article/
artwork. For their part, the ‘Keepers’ rarely refer to established policies and guidelines to 
support their claims. Their argumentative mode is far more deconstructive and explorative, 
often challenging or attempting to redefine existing rules. For example, in response to 
the charge that Wikipedia ‘is not a web host for collaborative art projects’ an unsigned 
user questions, ‘What exactly distinguishes a collaborative art project from a collaborative 
article?’. In a similar vein, Shmeck provides a lengthier contribution:

Those who care most about Wikipedia’s mission would probably agree that 
Wikipedia already is a collaborative art form. If you feel that Wikipedia is a 
beautiful thing, then at some level (whether or not you admit it) you consider 
Wikipedia an art form, with its own codes and conventions. This artwork can 
only exist as a Wikipedia page that refers to itself. Therefore, deleting would 
not only send the message ‘this is not Wikipedia’; it would also be saying ‘this 
is not art.’

The contribution tries to bridge the gap between art and encyclopaedic knowledge that 
underpins many of the Deleters’ arguments: to deny the existence of Wikipedia Art is to 
deny the beauty and hence the aesthetic value of Wikipedia as a whole.
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These kinds of argumentative strategies and attempts to redefine the terms of debate lead 
DanielRigal to make the following reflective comment:

Recap: I think we have an unusual situation here in two ways. First up there 
are a lot of people here who do not normally ‘do’ AfDs. Secondly, there is a 
real, and I believe honest, failure of those who want to keep the article to un-
derstand the fundamental nature of the problem, or of Wikipedia itself. I don’t 
want to be patronising but lets quickly recap Wikipedia 101: The five pillars of 
Wikipedia explains what Wikipedia is, isn’t and also how it is run. Almost eve-
rything of importance is linked from there but I would specifically like to men-
tion notability, verifiability, reliable sources, no original research and, last but 
not least, do not disrupt Wikipedia to illustrate a point.

Immediately following this comment are two attempts by Keepers to mobilise, rather 
than critique or redefine, existing rules. Both Patlichty and Shane Mecklenburger mount 
arguments for ‘notability’ and ‘verifiability’ and the latter addresses issues of ‘reliable 
sources’, ‘no original research’ and the ‘do not disrupt Wikipedia to illustrate a point’ 
behavioural guideline. Once again, though, the Keepers refer to these rules in highly 
strategic ways or in a manner otherwise deemed unacceptable by the Deleters. Patlichty, 
for example, uses his own status as a ‘New Media Art professor & curator’ as part of his 
argument about notability, which is quickly pointed out and dismissed by DanielRigal, who 
soon after proposes to close the entire discussion and move to delete.

Although one contributor notes closing the discussion ‘within the first couple of hours’ 
is not standard practice, and suggests ‘this is way too soon in the process for this to 
happen unless the person who put it up for deletion is afraid that those of us who support 
the article will ultimately see the page remain’, the final part of the discussion is a flurry 
of suggested deletions. There are six in total, in under thirty minutes, with two added 
‘comments’ that are also pro-delete. These rehash some of the main previous arguments, 
but become shorter and more forceful.[6] Finally, the administrator called Werdna answers 
DanielRigal’s request and ends the discussion with this statement: ‘Speedily deleted. No 
indication that the content may meet our criteria for inclusion’. At the same time Werdna 
deletes Wikipedia Art, leaving a very similar statement about inclusion (noted above) and 
a link to the A7 criterion for speedy deletion. Thus ended the life of the entry on Wikipedia 
Art.
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Frames

The debate about Wikipedia Art involves a politics of the frame. Gregory Bateson 
once used the concept of the frame to explore the relation between abstract, 
meta-communication and ‘psychiatric theory’. Among other things, Bateson was interested 
in those aspects of communication that signal something more than the message, or 
rather, that provide signals about signals — about how a message is to be understood. In 
particular, Bateson considers the question of play and how it is that human and non-human 
animals can recognise a series of signals as such. Bateson invokes two useful analogies 
that mark an entry point into thinking about frames. The first is that of a diagram used 
in set theory, where items are organised into specific sets in relation to axioms or basic 
principles. The principles define which items are deemed meaningful and belong in the 
set and those which are not and are thus relegated to the outside of the frame. In terms of 
play, the set would include all of the statements between two human or non-human animals 
that can be classified as such (as play) within a specified duration. Bateson describes such 
set theory diagrams therefore as ‘a topological approach to the logic of classification’ 
(Bateson, 1972: 186). From the outset, then, a frame is a mode of referring by ordering. 
A frame always sorts things as either belonging or not belonging and this process is 
mediated by axioms or principles — indeed the axioms are what define the frame; they are 
the conditions of its possibility.

The second analogy Bateson employs is the picture frame, which is considered in relation 
to the first analogy and in the process of identifying the ‘common functions’ of framing 
in general.[7] In addition to ‘excluding’ and ‘including’ certain messages or ‘meaningful 
actions’ (which the set theory analogy makes apparent), frames serve an interpretive or 
perceptive function and mark a qualitative distinction between what is included and what is 
left out:

The picture frame tells the viewer that he is not to use the same sort of think-
ing in interpreting the picture that he might use in interpreting the wallpaper 
outside the frame. Or, in terms of the analogy from set theory, the messages 
enclosed within the imaginary line are defined as members of a class by virtue 
of their sharing common premises or mutual relevance. The frame itself thus 
becomes a part of the premise system. Either, as in the case of the play frame, 
the frame is involved in the evaluation of the messages which it contains, or 
the frame merely assists the mind in understanding the contained messages 
by reminding the thinker that these messages are mutually relevant and the 
messages outside the frame may be ignored. (Bateson, 1972: 187–188)
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Frames sort, order, differentiate (in quantitative and qualitative ways) and importantly, 
contribute to the very differences they act upon. This performative ambiguity is captured in 
the phrase ‘the frame is involved in the evaluation of the messages which it contains’. The 
last common function I want to stress is the frame’s relation to communication. Bateson 
states that frames are by their very nature ‘metacommunicative’: ‘Any message, which 
either explicitly or implicitly defines a frame, ipso facto gives the receiver instructions or 
aids in his attempt to understand the messages included within the frame’ (Bateson 1972, 
188). In regard to Bateson’s consideration of play, the statement ‘This is play’ serves as 
an example of an explicit metacommunicative message and hence framing device: once 
a person states, ‘This is play’, everything that comes after is received and responded to 
differently than if the statement was never uttered. Finally, the converse is also true: ‘Every 
meta-communicative or metalinguistic message defines, either explicitly or implicitly, the 
set of messages about which it communicates, i.e., every metacommunicative message is 
or de-fines a … frame’ (Bateson, 1972: 188). This suggests that it is not possible to speak 
of something without invoking a frame, and such frames have already cut through the 
world before their invocation. Because a frame is defined equally by what it is not, it is not 
possible for a frame to be all-inclusive. One could put it as follows: there are no frames 
that are open.

Bateson’s short essay was the inspiration for Erving Goffman’s influential work, Frame 
Analysis (1974). In it, Goffman uses the concept of the frame to explore a basic question 
fundamental to all experience: How do we know what’s going on in a given situation? 
In responding to this question Goffman greatly extends Bateson’s analysis. In particular, 
Goffman develops a nuanced language for interpreting situations when ‘what’s going 
on here’ is not at all clear, such as keying, fabrication, misframing and illusion. For my 
purposes, the key type of ambiguity Goffman identifies is the ‘frame dispute’. He offers a 
simple example: ‘It is reported that what is horseplay and larking for inner-city adolescents 
can be seen as vandalism and thievery by officials and victims’ (Goffman, 1974: 321–322). 
Following from this, Goffman defines the main features of a frame dispute:

Now although eventually one of these sides to the argument may establish a 
definition that convinces the other side (or at least dominates coercive forces 
sufficiently to induce a show of respect), an appreciable period can elapse 
when there is no immediate potential agreement, when, in fact, there is no 
way in theory to bring everyone involved into the same frame. Under these cir-
cumstances one can expect that the parties with opposing versions of events 
may openly dispute with each other over how to define what has been or is 
happening. A frame dispute results. (Goffman, 1974: 322)
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Difficulty in achieving ‘frame alignment’, coercive forces in play, open disputes — herein 
lays the politics of frames.

Wikipedia Art raises the question of the frame. All the characteristics of framing I have 
described above are operative. Rather than frame ambiguity, it seems more a question of 
object ambiguity: Does Wikipedia Art fit within the Wikipedia frame? But this question itself, 
of course, cannot be answered without making the Wikipedia frame explicit. The ambiguity 
of the object is at once that of the frame. While the article entry itself draws attention to 
the frame, this is greatly amplified during the ‘Article for deletion’ debate. All of the policies 
and guidelines are principles for sorting. Some of the major ones mobilised in the deletion 
debate included: ‘Wikipedia:Five pillars’, ‘Wikipedia:Deletion process’, ‘Wikipedia:Criteria 
for speedy deletion’, ‘Wikipedia:Deletion policy’, ‘Wikipedia:No original research’, 
‘Wikipedia:Neutral point of view’ and ‘Wikipedia:Verifiability’. The ‘Wikipedia:Criteria for 
speedy deletion’ policy, for example, is very clear on what lies outside the frame: ‘patent 
nonsense’, ‘pure vandalism and blatant hoaxes’, ‘creations by banned or blocked users’ 
and so on. And even if it is not always clear when a hoax or vandalism has occurred, 
it is clear when something has been identified as such it is removed. It is not merely a 
question of whether or not Wikipedia Art belongs in the frame, however. Framing activity 
is going on in several places and on different levels. The ‘Wikipedia:Guide to deletion’ and 
‘Afd Wikietiquette guidelines’ are procedural frames. The Consensus policy frames what 
constitutes a settled debate. The frame sorts the outside from the inside, but also orders 
the inside. As the debate proceeded, frames themselves are interrogated and ‘higher level’ 
frames are brought in to settle the debate — such as when a contributor writes, ‘this is an 
encyclopaedia’, to frame how others should interpret Wikipedia — and these higher level 
frames are themselves challenged in a search for ever higher frames to settle the dispute. 
From ‘flame wars’ in spaces of discussion (such as email lists, Usenet groups, or Wikipedia 
talk pages), we move to something like ‘frame wars’.

The deletion process transformed Wikipedia Art from ‘encyclopaedia entry’ to ‘art stunt’, 
or, if it was originally both of these things at once, it soon became ‘just art’. If there was a 
fleeting possibility that ‘The Wikipedia Art page is something that explains art, explores 
art, and is art all at the same time’, this identity was never realised; at least not in the way 
intended — not in the form of an encyclopaedia entry. Likewise, if there was a possibility 
that the Wikipedia frame could be both art and encyclopaedia, that the art frame and 
the encyclopaedic frame could be made compatible, Wikipedia Art made that possibility 
less real, instead enforcing the non-compatibility of these higher level frames. This 
sorting also had interpretive effects, which could be stated as follows: ‘do not approach 
Wikipedia Art as an encyclopaedia entry; approach it as art’ and conversely, ‘Wikipedia is 
an encyclopedia, which is distinct from art’. Wikipedia Art was placed outside the frame, 
but so too were all the arguments made in favour of ‘keep’ during the deletion discussion. 
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Contributors such as Shmeck, Patlichty and Artintegrated were marked as people 
who make invalid arguments, who don’t understand the frame, while contributors like 
DanielRigal and Freshacconci were affirmed as productive contributors.

The politics of the frame is about sorting, of people and things, of statements, spaces and 
regimes of interpretation; in and out, meaningful and irrelevant, legitimate and illegitimate. 
Although outright frame wars are rare, there is no escaping framing, and such sorting 
always has political effects. A frame is always partly constituted by what it is not; it is the 
product of, and also produces, difference. Wikipedia is constituted by a distinct frame of 
knowledge, one that owes a lot to the tradition of Enlightenment, but it equally frames 
interaction; how debates can play out; what counts as agreement (i.e. consensus); how 
contributors’ statements are to be received; who is productive, a mediator, an administrator, 
an artist, a radical, and indeed, a troll. Frames sort statements of knowledge that cannot 
be divorced from their subjects. Because there is no frame without an outside; no frame 
that isn’t constituted by what it sorts out as well as in, there is equally no escape from the 
politics of the frame.

On Trolls and Peers

I began with a consideration of collaboration as a way of understanding how people 
work together. We saw how collaboration was distinguished from other forms of working 
together, and in particular those characteristic of governments and firms operating within 
the conditions of the market. Although collaboration is used as a term that explains 
how people work together — how working together is organised — it often sits very 
awkwardly in relation to this very question (of organisation). A host of terms have emerged 
that tend to downplay the organising forces within collaborative work. We are told, for 
example, that collaboration is: ‘radically decentralized’ (Benkler); ‘unmananged’ and with 
a ‘spontaneous division of labour’ (Shirky); self-organising (Elliott); and that collaborative 
work is ‘non-hierarchical’ and creates ‘ad hoc meritocracies’ (Bruns). Without denying 
that such terms and related commentaries do point to novel transformations, they cannot 
explain how an average contribution to an open project is organised. Such a lack, I have 
suggested, has political consequences.

Attending to the politics of the frame goes some way in remedying this lack. The frame 
itself emerges as an organising force, and this force flows over the different facets of 
collaborative work. While collaboration might be beyond market signals and managerial 
commands, as Benkler suggests, the frame has its own signals (‘This is an encyclopaedia’) 
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and its own principles, from which the authority of commands can be established (‘This is 
an encyclopaedia, therefore Wikipedia Art must be deleted’). The force of these commands 
does not stem from one’s (managerial) position within a firm or other bureaucratic 
institution. Instead, it comes from the frame; more specifically, the ability to fit within the 
frame, to position oneself in relation to it, to mobilise it, and if necessary, defer to its 
authority. [8] While contributors and information architectures can accurately be described 
as decentralised (Benkler), contributions are nonetheless brought together and played off 
against one another in relation to a complex set of principles that are not weakened by 
decentralisation. Indeed, decentralised organisation can only exist if certain principles are 
especially forceful.

While the division of labour might not follow traditional patterns and might not be 
managed in terms of hierarchies of command, the frame shows that labour is not exactly 
spontaneous or unmanaged (Shirky). When Shirky writes, for example: ‘one person can 
write a new text on asphalt, fix misspellings in Pluto, and add external references for 
Wittgenstein in a single day’ (Shirky, 2008: 120), it is because encyclopaedias must be 
comprehensive, must not have spelling mistakes, and should provide references to further 
sources. To make clear how the frame orders work, consider if Shirky had instead written: 
‘one person can write a second entry on asphalt, create spelling errors in Pluto, and delete 
valid external references for Wittgenstein’. Work on Wikipedia is indeed ordered and 
organised in ways different to industrial or post-industrial models, but there is a logic to it.

Leading on from this, Bruns’ account of work structures as non-hierarchical, ‘ad hoc 
meritocracies’ is also somewhat lacking. All kinds of hierarchies exist between articles, 
rules, contributions and contributors and during the deletion debate these hierarchies 
were largely reinforced. Bruns’ ‘ad hoc meritocracies’, however, refer specifically to 
emergent forms of leadership that are derived from the quality of contributions: Leaders 
will emerge in specific situations because the community perceives them to be the best in 
that instance at a particular task. No doubt leaders do emerge and hold sway over specific 
groups or build up authority in relation to a particular task or topic. But the nature of this 
leadership, let’s say the source of its competence and authority, plays out in relation to 
the frame and therefore cannot be considered ad hoc. The more a contributor masters 
the frame, the more likely it is that their contributions will be valorised within it and, in 
turn, that the quality of their contributions will increase access to positions of authority 
and leadership. We must also be very careful to qualify merit, therefore, as the ‘mastery 
of a frame’, rather than as some general and absolute quality of an individual. Finally, 
while Reagle (and Wales) rightly point out that NPOV is a key mechanism of enabling 
collaboration, I have shown that the very principles that make collaboration possible also 
exclude certain contributors and contributions. This is not to suggest that such exclusion is 
necessarily bad, just that it is necessary: the same frame that makes a coherent thing like 
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Wikipedia possible, does so by sorting out what is other. In light of claims that Wikipedia’s 
policies provide a position from which everyone can agree and work together in harmony, 
even if only in theory, placing the politics of the frame alongside collaboration is especially 
pressing. Indeed, it is not possible to make visible the genuinely agonistic realities found in 
Wikipedia without doing so.

What then, to make of the diagram of collaboration and the figure of the troll in light 
of the politics of the frame? Way back in 2006, in his opening plenary address for the 
Wikimania conference, Jim Wales introduced the possibility of having ‘stable versions’ 
of articles. The general idea behind stable article versions was to continue ‘allowing 
anyone to edit anything at any time, while at the same time showing the general public 
something that’s not too frightening’. This technical intervention was considered a better 
solution than ‘protecting’ and ‘semi-protecting’ pages, which rubbed awkwardly against 
Wikipedia’s ethos of openness. The reason for suggesting this new solution, and indeed, 
for ‘protecting’ articles in the first place was to fend off the trolls. ‘We have to lock certain 
articles’, said Wales, ‘because we can’t afford to let the trolls make us look bad’ (2006). He 
went on to elaborate that ‘with stable versions, we can actually let the trolls do whatever 

[Figure 3] Identifying Trolls (source: http://www.theblaze.com/stories/2012/04/03/
anti-troll-or-censorship-az-law-would-criminalize-harsh-words-o)n-the-web/
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they please, and we can just block them and revert them’. Stable article versions were 
deemed able to disarm the trolls, but in such a way as to ‘preserve the openness of 
Wikipedia’ (Wales, 2006). Returning to the Wikipedia Art controversy in 2009, once again 
Wales invokes the troll to describe the project’s artist-authors: ‘a group of trolls managed 
to manufacture for the media a publicity stunt’ (2009).

Trolls do not merely haunt the collaborative work of creating Wikipedia articles, swooping 
in from the dark corners of the net. Despite the varying history of trolls and trolling, 
increasingly the figure of the troll must be understood as the outcome of a particular kind 
of politics, a frame politics. Trolls are not the opposite but the converse of collaborative 
peers; they are, if you will, two sides of the same coin. Produced in the sorting of 
collaboration, troll refers to those who are literally ‘sorted out’. But in a mode of work that 
claims to be open and that allows anyone to edit despite any differences, the only kind of 
subject that can legitimately be ‘sorted out’ is that which is purely negative and whose only 
intent is destruction. Part of this sorting process involves reducing what otherwise might 
be understood as a political conflict to a character flaw of one or a handful of individuals. 
Whenever a frame dispute occurs within the diagram of collaboration, beware! Trolls will 
surely be identified and eliminated.
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Notes

[1] For an elaboration of the diagram, see Gilles Deleuze, Foucault (London: Continuum, 
1999), 30–34.

[2] In order to demonstrate the diagrammatic nature of this image, I encourage readers 
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to conduct an image search for ‘collaboration’. Note the recurring circular arrangement, 
colour schemes, lack of hierarchy, faceless and featureless bodies and joined hands. While 
differences between these images are easily detected, the consistencies across images 
are immediately striking.

[3] The artists’ own account of Wikipedia Art can be found in Critical Point of View: A 
Wikipedia Reader (Lovink and Tkacz, 2011).

[4] Unless otherwise indicated, all cited material from the AfD discussion is from, 
‘Wikipedia:Articles for deletion/Wikipedia Art’ (Wikipedia Contributors, 2009). To avoid 
large redundancies, I will not continue to cite this page as I make use of it below.

[5] ‘MADEUP topic’ is a reference to the content guideline, ‘Wikipedia:Wikipedia is not 
for things made up one day’ and which stipulates ‘Wikipedia is not for things that you or 
your friends made up. If you have invented something novel in school, your garage, or 
the pub, and it has not yet been featured in reliable sources, please do not write about it 
in Wikipedia’ (Wikipedia Contributors, 2013c). The self-reference rule RHaworth refers to 
is part of the Manual of Style guidelines. It advises contributors not to refer specifically to 
Wikipedia when writing articles. 

[6] The most notable is Huntster’s contribution: ‘Delete as non-notable, self-referential 
mess. Tried by others, and deleted. Kill kill kill’. 

[7] It is worth noting that Bateson writes specifically of ‘psychological frames’, but to avoid 
unnecessary confusion I have left this dimension out of the current discussion. 

[8] To be clear, I am not suggesting that frames are fixed. Frames may transform slowly over 
time, or quickly, perhaps as the result of a frame dispute. A frame is a form of structure 
whose existence is part and parcel of the details of the situation. Because of this, they are 
both durable and porous.
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