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Legacies of race and slavery in our 

historical information environment: 

exploring knowledge networks in the 

Encyclopaedia Britannica



Key questions

• How can patterns of change in subject knowledge 

be identified over time?

• What types of knowledge networks are formed between 

terms and articles in Encyclopaedia Britannica?



Encyclopaedia Britannica

• First eight editions

• 1768-1860

• 109,393 pages

• 135 volumes



https://data.nls.uk/data/digitised-collections/encyclopaedia-britannica/



Datasets

• National Library of Scotland's Data Foundry

• https://data.nls.uk/data/digitised-

collections/encyclopaedia-britannica/

• Nineteenth Century Knowledge Project

• https://tu-plogan.github.io/

• Transkribus (using NLS data)

https://data.nls.uk/data/digitised-collections/encyclopaedia-britannica/
https://data.nls.uk/data/digitised-collections/encyclopaedia-britannica/
https://tu-plogan.github.io/


Information types

EXPLICIT IMPLICIT



Articles with expected information sources

'Slave', 'Cotton', 'Jamaica' and 

'Sugar' articles from the first edition



Text mining

Frequency counts Keyword context Network analysis



Frequency counts with frances

Forthcoming article: frances: Cloud-based Historical Text Mining with 

Deep Learning and Parallel Processing (2003) Rosa Filgueira, Lilin Yu, 

Wilfrid Askins, Melissa Terras & Ash Charlton



Keywords in context

Edition Term Entry Context

First, Vol 1 slaves Addicti Ancient Rome

First, Vol 1 slaves Addicti Ancient Rome

First, Vol 1 slaves Alligati Ancient Rome

First, Vol 1 slaves Antheresia Ancient Rome

First, Vol 1 slaves Bagnio Contemporary

First, Vol 1 slaves Bastonade Ancient Rome

First, Vol 1 slaves Bestiarii Ancient Rome

First, Vol 1 slaves Burning Ancient Rome



Network analysis

• Which articles are linked explicitly with reference 

points? e.g. 'See X'

• Network maps to visualise these connections

• Implicit connections? Explicit article links in the third 

edition



‘Slave’ article links in 3rd edition

Slave

Slavery

Philology | Right | Moral Philosophy | Gladiators | 

Property | Theology



Conclusion & next steps

• Text mining as a valuable tool in information collection

• Extracted data can be used to identify patterns in 

knowledge and to map knowledge organisation in EB

• Wider applications in constructed information sources



References
• Filgueira, R., Yu, L., Askins, W., Terras, M., Charlton, A. frances: Cloud-based 

Historical Text Mining with Deep Learning and Parallel Processing (2003) 
[forthcoming, IEEE Science Conference]

• National Library of Scotland. ‘Encyclopaedia Britannica – Data Foundry’, 2019. 
https://data.nls.uk/data/digitised-collections/encyclopaedia-britannica/

• ‘Nineteenth-Century Knowledge Project’. Accessed 4 August 2022. https://tu-
plogan.github.io/

• READ-COOP. ‘Transkribus’. Accessed 8 February 2022. 
https://readcoop.eu/transkribus/

https://data.nls.uk/data/digitised-collections/encyclopaedia-britannica/
https://tu-plogan.github.io/
https://tu-plogan.github.io/
https://readcoop.eu/transkribus/


Thank you!

@AshRCharlton

A.R.Charlton@sms.ed.ac.uk
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