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(Don't) Mention the War: 
A Comparison of Wikipedia and Britannica 

Articles on National Histories
Research question:

 How do the descriptions of national 
histories in English Wikipedia compare to 
the corresponding articles in Britannica?

Data:
 En Wikipedia and Britannica articles on 

history of 193 counties (UN member states) 
 All 4-digit numbers  between 1000 and 

1999 from the main article text + outlinked 
articles text
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Main findings:
 Britannica and Wikipedia exhibit different 

approaches to historiography;
 Britannica: 

 spatial and territorial concept of the 
history of states,

 conflicts with underlying cultural and 
religious tensions,

 vocabulary with religious connotations 
and geographical terms,

 Wikipedia: 
 history as a sequence of political events,
  disproportional emphasis on periods of 
conflict and war,

  preference for events well-known to 
the general public,

 heavy on political and military words.

Comparison of focal points, selected states:

Legend: z-scores below -4 and above 4 correspond to Bonferroni-
corrected p-values < 0.01. Higher z-scores (orange) correspond to 
positive differences between the observed and the expected date count 
per decade, and could be interpreted as focal points of the timelines. 
Cells with fewer than 30 dates are masked out (grey). z-scores of 
Britannica vary between [-50; 50], and of Wikipedia – between [-70; 
70]. The annotations are produced by history experts. 
Conclusion: While overall the similarities between the distributions of 
focal points in Britannica in Wikipedia are evident, the differences are 
indicative of diverging approaches to historiography.

Legend: On the left, top 25 words 
that appear most distinctly in 
Britannica (ranked by X2 values), 
compared to Wikipedia, and on 
the right – most distinct words in 
Wikipedia. The values correspond 
to word frequencies in the main 
article text corpus (no outlinks).

Conclusion:  While Britannica is 
distinct in using religious, 
philosophical and geographical 
vocabulary, Wikipedia is heavy on 
political and military terms.

Top word usage in the main articles of En WP 
and Britannica:

Contributions:
 Our investigation is extensive, and the first to offer large-scale 

quantitative insights on how the expert-written historiography of 
Britannica differs from Wikipedia's popular view of the past
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