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There is little positive to be said now about fascist dictators such
as Hitler and Mussolini, but they attracted a lot of attention, often
positive, in the contemporary European press. In this investigation
we use these two men, or rather mentions of their names, as named
entities, to evaluate different approaches to investigating attitudes
in large-scale digitized historical source collections. Specifically,
we will use Belgian and Dutch newspapers to investigate positive
attitudes to fascism in the pre-war socialist and Catholic press in
these countries.

We aim to apply two methodological approaches to answer the
same question on the same dataset. The first of these, word em-
beddings, have a proven record of effectiveness, and of genuinely
revolutionary potential, in historical research (Azarbonyad et al.
2017; Garg et al. 2018; Lange / Futselaar 2019; Wevers / Koolen
2020.) But they are rarely implemented outside of a small com-
munity of ‘digital humanists’. We believe that the resource-inten-
sive nature of algorithms such as Word2Vec creates a barrier to
entry, to academic historians, to students, and especially to our
colleagues working in the Global South (Risam / Gil 2022). We
will therefore compare the efficacy of word embeddings for ans-
wering our historical research question with an alternative, lighter
approach based on syntactic dependency parsers.

Our methodological question, then, is whether the alternative
method yields comparable historical insights while using less
computational power and methodological complexity. We con-
sider this paper an exploration of possible approaches, based on
different basic principles of computational methods for text analy-
sis: complex and processing-intensive neural network-based dis-
tributional semantics versus a ‘minimal computing’ approach ba-
sed on syntax and lexicons (Risam / Gil 2022). To be clear, we
fully understand that the output generated by each exercise will
be different, but we investigate whether they would nevertheless

support a similar interpretation in the context of historical rese-
arch. Different types of output can play a similar hermeneutic role
in historical analysis.  

We use these two computer-assisted analyses to investigate
positive attitudes towards fascist movements. In both our rese-
arch countries, the dominant national discourse of pre-war inno-
cence and neutrality has been questioned by historians. They claim
that mainstream public opinion and political elites were far more
sympathetic to fascist movements than they cared to admit after
1945. Newspaper articles from the interwar years, mentioning fa-
scist leaders, from relatively mainstream newspapers, allow us to
test the contention that Dutch and Belgian public and political opi-
nion was less anti-fascist in outlook than was long believed (Vree
1989; Luyten 1996; Lagrou 1999; Boterman 2021). We base our
analysis on the socialist newspaper titles Het Volk/Het Vrije Volk
(The Netherlands) and De Vooruit (Belgium) and the Catholic
newspapers De Maasbode (The Netherlands) and Het Volk (Bel-
gium). The newspapers are fully digitized and OCR-ed data are
available from the Koninklijke Bibliotheek (The Netherlands) and
the Koninklijke Bibliotheek/Bibliothèque Royale (Belgium).

First, we will approach our sources by applying distributional
semantics. We use Google’s word2vec algorithm to train Word
Embedding Models (WEMs) and use their functionality to iden-
tify ‘nearest neighbors’ in semantic space to identify and map at-
titudes closely related to the named entities of ‘Hitler’ and ‘Mus-
solini’ (Wijffels et al). Second, we will repeat our analysis using
a method that relies for its application on less training data and
less computer processing power, and is therefore not only simpler,
but, as we believe, also more tractable, transparent, and replica-
ble (Risam / Gil 2022). We will use Named Entity Recognition
(NER) to identify mentions of both dictators in the digitized his-
torical newspapers, which we know wrote extensively and with
strong opinions about both men. Each sentence containing a men-
tion of one of the two is then parsed using a free open-source de-
pendency parser - a technique to examine dependencies between
different phrases of a sentence in order to determine its gramma-
tical structure (Benoit / Matsuo n.d.; ‘CRAN - Package Udpipe’
n.d.). The outputs of the  dependency parsers will be used to iden-
tify and map contemporary attitudes - and their development over
time (Mendelsohn et al. 2020).

Needless to say, there is no external way to validate either ap-
proach in the case of diverging outcomes. But in the case of mu-
tually confirmative outcomes, we may well be on the way to esta-
blishing a more accessible approach to historical research in large
textual datasets. This is especially important because it would help
to educate a larger number of historical researchers, widening the
critical base for further methodological development.

We try to investigate the needs and necessities of answering a
valid and substantive historical research question using digitized
historical sources and a computer-assisted approach. We believe
that the principles of ‘minimal computing’ are worth exploration
and comparison with established, resource-heavy approaches. In
terms of social equity and global access, efficient methods offer
a major opportunity for improvement. The ongoing climate emer-
gency also necessitates us to consider the sizeable energy use of
heavier computational tools.
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