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Analysing written narratives

 Text is one of the 
main sources of 
data for historians

 Traditionally 
qualitative 
approach to 
analysis

 Problem: 
Comparison does 
not scale well 
across countries 
and languages
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Proposed approach

 Computational approach to textual historiographical data
 Scales well across countries and languages
 Allows for transnational comparisons
 Year mention as a language-independent unit of comparison
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Data
 193 countries (current UN memberstates)
 'History of X' articles from EN WP + ILLs
 30 largest Wikipedia language editions (>125,000 articles)
 Text of the main article + texts of the outlinked articles
 All 4-digit numbers between 1000 and 2016
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Data extraction

 773,121 articles in 30 language editions
 ~17M dates
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Empirical questions

RQ1: What are the most documented periods of history of the last 
1,000 years in Wikipedia?
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Results 1: 
Most covered historical periods

 Bias towards recent decades across languages and countries
 Peaks of coverage of the most violent recent conflicts
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Empirical questions

RQ2: What are the temporal focal points in descriptions of national 
histories in Wikipedia?
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Extracting temporal focal points

 National focal points – time 
periods of significantly high 
mentions, compared to a random 
expectation model

 Null Model: A simple 
randomisation technique, 
baselines vary across decades and 
are normalised for differences in 
countries` total datecounts

 Useful when direct datecount 
comparison is not possible
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Results 2: Focal points

 Inhomogeneous distribution across the continents
 Sparce in pre-Columbian America and Oceania
 Centered on Europe, even across non-European states
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Results 2: Clustering 
countries with similar focal points

Paiswise cosine similarity across country timelines 

+ hierarchical clustering with complete linkage (t=.2)
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Empirical questions

RQ3: Are country timelines consistent across language editions?
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Results 3: 
Inter-language agreement

 X-axis: Very high average 
agreement across 
language editions

 Y-axis: Large differences 
between some language 
pairs

 Centroids: higher 
consensus on the history 
of European and African 
countries

Pairwise inter-edition dissimilarities computed as Jensen-Shannon 
divergence values, based on probability distributions of years
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Empirical results summary

Public narratives about history on Wikipedia:
  are skewed towards more recent events (recency bias)

 are distributed unevenly across the continents with notieable 
focus on the history of European countries (Eurocentric bias)

 groups of countries with similarly distributed focal points map 
well to geopolitical blocs

 vary across language editions, although on average interlingual 
consensus is rather high
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More info:
http://annsamoilenko.wixsite.com/homepage/historical-landscapes

Team
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