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Language is always 
changing



machine learning methods 
are not sensitive to historical 

change!
(they only know the information they’ve been presented)



https://blog.acolyer.org/2016/04/21/the-amazing-
power-of-word-vectors/

(Mikolov et al, NAACL HLT 2013)



https://blog.acolyer.org/2016/04/21/the-amazing-
power-of-word-vectors/



https://blog.acolyer.org/2016/04/21/the-amazing-
power-of-word-vectors/



creates word pairings 
based on input



‘a is to b as c is to ?’



but, words fall in & out 
of fashion  









http://historicalthesaurus.arts.gla.ac.uk



http://historicalthesaurus.arts.gla.ac.uk



Modern English (469,470 words displayed here 
in all), from http://historicalthesaurus.gla.ac.uk





Recorded English in the Age of Geoffrey Chaucer (c.1340-
1400, approximately 73,000 words)

from http://historicalthesaurus.gla.ac.uk



Recorded English in the Age of William Shakespeare 
(1564-1616, approximately 208,000 words)



Recorded English in the Age of Samuel Johnson 
(1709-1784, approximately 248,000 words)



Comparative Sizes of the Modern English, 
Johnson, Shakespeare, and Chaucer Slices



http://historicalthesaurus.arts.gla.ac.uk/







Harvest 
terms for 
further 

analysis



now, this search 
apparatus is not perfect
(especially if you are used to running your own scripts on 

your own data)



http://corpus.byu.edu/coha



01.04.04.02 n.
Woman





(there are two uses of the word ‘bimbo’ visible here)
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Conclusions
1. we need historically-sensitive analyses of large scale data

2. assuming the computer can do it is dangerous
3. there are resources to help us do (1) and (2)
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