
Who’s Bigger?

Where Historical Figures Really Rank

Is Napoleon bigger than Hitler? Washington bigger than Lincoln? Picasso
bigger than Einstein?

Quantitative analysts are finding homes in cultural domains from finance
to politics. What about history? In this fascinating book, Steven Skiena and
Charles B. Ward bring quantitative analysis to bear on ranking and comparing
historical reputations. They evaluate each person by aggregating the traces of
millions of opinions, similar to how Google ranks web pages.

Did you know:

• Women remain significantly underrepresented in the historical record
compared to men and have long required substantially greater achieve-
ment levels to be equally noted for posterity?

• The long-term prominence of Elvis Presley rivals that of the most famous
classical composers? Roll over Beethoven, and tell Tchaikovsky the news!

• If you’ve got a spare billion dollars, and want to be remembered forever,
your best investment is to get a university named after you?

Along the way, the authors present the rankings of more than one thousand
of history’s most significant people in all areas of human endeavor, including
science, politics, and entertainment. Anyone interested in history or biogra-
phy can see where their favorite figures place in the grand scheme of things.
While revisiting old historical friends and making new ones, you will come to
understand the forces that shape historical recognition in a whole new light.
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Rationale

Quantitative analysts (“quants”) are finding new homes in the social and
cultural domains. Finance? Hedge funds employing quantitative trading
strategies now rule Wall Street, to the extent that more than 80 percent of
all buy-sell decisions are made by algorithms, not people. Sports? The best-
selling book Moneyball detailed how successful major league teams now hire
general managers who value statistical analysis above gut instinct – and get
to be played by Brad Pitt in the movie version of the story. Politics? Predic-
tion markets and the meta-analysis of polling data work so reliably that it
hardly seems necessary to hold the actual election.

In this book, we bring quantitative analysis to bear on ranking and com-
paring historical reputations. Who’s bigger: Washington or Lincoln? Hitler
or Napoleon? Picasso or Michelangelo? Charles Dickens or Jane Austen?
Did you realize that:

• Although Paul Revere (1735–1818) [627] and Betsy Ross (1752–1836)
[2430] are well known to all American schoolchildren, they fell into
complete obscurity for several generations after their contributions to
the American Revolution. Their rediscoveries, completely independent
of their actual achievements, tell us much about the capricious forces of
history.

• Women remain significantly underrepresented in the historical record
compared to men. We can prove that women have long required sub-
stantially greater achievement levels (analogous to about 4 IQ points in
the mean) than men to get equally noted for posterity.
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x rationale

• Got a spare billion dollars, and want to be remembered forever? Your best
investment is to get a university named after you.

• The long-term historical significance of Elvis Presley (1935–1977) [69]
rivals that of the most famous classical composers. Roll over Beethoven
[27], and tell Tchaikovsky [63] the news!

This is all good fun, but our quantitative approach also enables us to
address important cultural questions in a rigorous manner:

• Are the historical figures discussed in school texts really worth teaching?
• How good are committees at recognizing historical greatness?
• Why do reputations change posthumously? Have copyright laws affected

the literary canon, determining which authors get revived and which are
forgotten?

We believe this book will be of interest to a broad readership and that
anyone who likes history or biography will be curious about our rankings,
eager to see where their favorite figures place in the grand scheme of things.
Our book provides an opportunity to revisit old historical friends and make
new ones. The reader will come to understand the forces that shape his-
torical recognition in quite a different way after reading it. We detail the
difference between fame and significance, the cultural biases in how we
think about the past, and how rapidly reputations decay with time.

We also expect our share of right-brained readers, attracted by our
quantitative methods and intrigued by our analysis. No mathematical or
computational background is necessary to understand our rankings or con-
clusions. But we include a technical discussion for readers interested in the
details of our methods.

We anticipate that professional historians may be skeptical of computer
scientists intruding on their turf. But what we are really trying to do here
is study what shapes the process of historical recollection. We predict that
many scholars will be taken with the power of our methods, and will seek to
employ these tools in their own studies. We have collaborated on research
projects with political scientists and sociologists: watching them change
from aloof to curious and then finally excited. We are making our mas-
sive datasets available to the academic community (and the curious public)
through our website, http://www.whoisbigger.com. Computational
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rationale xi

Social Science is a new and growing area of academic scholarship, and we
hope to bring the field greater visibility and acceptance.

Textual Notes

We employ certain textual conventions in this book that may confuse
readers, until they understand our rationale. We explain them here briefly.

More than 1,000 historical figures are mentioned by name within the
body of this book. At each such reference, each person’s name will be accom-
panied by their dates of birth and death, as well as their significance rank
as assessed by our methods. Thus, Brad Pitt is Brad Pitt (1963–) [1845]
and Aristotle is Aristotle (384–322 B.C.) [8]. We sort people from most sig-
nificant to least significant, and assign ranks by counting down from the
top. Thus the most significant person gets rank 1, and smaller numbers are
better than bigger ones. Embedding our ranking with every reference will
help you appreciate each individual’s historical magnitude, and implicitly
encourage you to evaluate the performance of our methods.

Describing first-hand experiences and opinions within a coauthored text
is somewhat problematic. The royal “We” isn’t always accurate here, since
we are distinct individuals: one raised a Southern gentleman while the other
was toilet-trained in the Bronx. And so we have adopted the following
convention. We both will lay claim to “I,” distinguishing which I when
necessary. Thus “I (Steve)” will be used to represent bits of Bronx cheer.
But we will mostly be “we,” since we developed the methods, analysis, and
contents of this text together, as a team.
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xii rationale
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