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INTRODUCTION:
The World Wide Web is a significant primary 
source for historians. 

We have easier access as well as improved 
capability to access this information

Yet historians need to reflect on the shape 
that Web-based primary sources will take 
and how to access them

One case study is GeoCities.com, which was 
one of the largest sites in the mid-to-late 
1990s. Eventually amounting to as many as 
thirty-eight million pages, a historical analy-
sis of GeoCities today both allows us to ask 
historical questions of this corpus as well 
as to imagine the skills historians require to 
face these new collections.

WHAT WAS GEOCITIES?
GeoCities grew rapidly from its founding 
in 1994 to become the third most visited 
website in the world by 1999. It operated on 
a unique community-based system, which 
facilitated the movement of users from  
locally-based networks (i.e. BBSes or AOL) 
to national and globally-based ones we take 
for granted on the Web today.

In 1999 GeoCities was acquired by Yahoo!. 
The company discontinued many of the 
unique features, and eventually shuttered 
the site in 2009.

WHY WAS GEOCITIES 
SO SPECIAL?
GeoCities was special because of its em-
phasis on community, based on familiar 
space and place-based metaphors and 
rhetoric. Users needed to settle in one of 
27 neighbourhoods: the Athens neighbour-
hood for academic or philosophical discus-
sions; Heartland for the family focused; or 
EnchantedForest for children.

BUT WAS GEOCITIES  
A REAL COMMUNITY?
Scholars have debated the idea of a ‘virtual 
community’ for decades. In my paper, I ar-
gue that GeoCities was significant because 
its use of place and space-based metaphors 
made for a vibrant, interconnected place.
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TOPIC MODELING  
TO TEST COMMUNITY:
Exploring the digital ruins of GeoCities  
today presents unique challenges for histo-
rians who use web archives. How can you 
extract meaningful historical information 
from such a large set of information? You 
cannot read every single page, or even a 
reasonable sample of them. Computational 
methods are necessary.

Topic modeling, using Latent Dirichlet  
Allocation (LDA), is a good start; we can 
see that neighbourhoods lined up with  
intended purposes. In Hollywood, “joey 
rachel ross monica chandler” make an ap-
pearance; the military-focused Pentagon 
neighbourhood focuses on forts, wars, 
british, germans, and so forth, as well as 
current issues.

Others adopted narrower foci: Heartland, 
the largest hub, came to advance a par-
ticular Christian vision of “family”; Fashion 
Avenue evolved to sharing pictures of tele-
vision and movie stars.

NAMED ENTITY  
RECOGNITION:
Another way to test cohesiveness is to  
explore whether different neighbourhoods 
discussed similar things. NER is a use-
ful way forward. Consider the Heartland 
neighbourhood:
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GEOCITIES USERS:

SAVING GEOCITIES:
GeoCities could have been the largest de-
struction of our digital age. This great dem-
ocratic experiment, acquired by Yahoo! in 
1999 for $3.6 billion dollars, closed in 2009. 
Yahoo! did not facilitate user export, and 
actually actively fought archivists by limit-
ing retrieval and blocking IP addresses.

Archive Team and others stepped in and 
made sure the community would live. Today, 
historians can benefit from their foresight.

At a glance: eastern United States, tapering 
off in the West, reflecting population and 
clusters of interest/disinterest. Compared 
to the higher ed focus we see differences:

MILLIONS OF IMAGES:
The web is not just textual content. We can 
see how images work:

We can see clusters of image borrowing; 
bouncing Tigger, for example;

We can begin to see whether communi-
ties had coherent visual interests.
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OCT. 1995: 10,000 USERS

AUG. 1996: 100,000 USERS

OCT. 1997: 1,000,000 USERS


