
  Computing public historiographies:  
Extracting focal points of world history from 30 Wikipedia language editions 

Contributions: 

Research questions: 
What are the temporal focal points in 

the descriptions of countries' histories 

on Wikipedia?  

What countries are similar in the way 

their historical timelines are described 

on Wikipedia?  

Temporal focal points of some countries based on the differences between empirical data 

and the Null Model. Higher z-scores (orange) correspond to positive difference between the 

observed date count per decade and the expected date count. The figure suggests the presence 

of similarities in the focal points of history of the countries belonging to similar geopolitical 

blocks.  

Data: 
Wikipedia articles on history of 193 

counties (UN member states)  

30 largest language editions (spoken in 

the EU) 

all 4-digit numbers  between 1000 and 

2016 (from the main article text + 

outlinked article text) 

Main findings: 
Public narratives about history on 

Wikipedia are:   

 skewed towards more recent 

events; 

 distributed unevenly across the 

continents, with significant 

focus on the history of 

European countries. 

Groups of countries with similarly 

distributed focal points map well to 

geopolitical blocks. 
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Illustration of the method. (a) shows the initial distribution of toy data. We compare the data 

with the expected baseline, (b). Notice that the baseline is unique for every country and decade. 

Finally, we covert the differences between the data and the baseline into z-scores, (c). 

c. Extracted focal points a. Toy data b. Comparing toy data to the Null Model 

Complete dendrogram of hierarchical clustering (complete 

linkage), based on pairwise cosine similarity values for all 

countries. The clusters largely correspond to geopolitical regions. 

Expected error rates for language editions and centuries  

(Fleiss' Kappa = .77) 

World map of country 

clusters: cutting the dend-

rogram at an arbitrary 

threshold t =.2.  

Null Model: 

Description similarity: 

Temporal focal points: 

Elaborated a computational approach which is (a) scalable,  

(b) language-independent, (c) flexible in terms of choosing the 

unit of analysis, and (d) suits for large comparative studies of 

multidimensional (eg. multiple languages and countries) data. 

Extracted and visualised the periods of significant importance in 

history of 193 countries over the last 1,000 years. 

Data evaluation: 
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