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• How breaking news articles 

about terrorist attacks are 

constructed on Wikipedia? 

 4 different linguistic versions 

(English, Spanish, French and 

Italian) of 10 terrorist attacks 

that have taken place in 

Europe from 2010 till today. 

Nice (2016) 

 Barcelona (2017) 

 

Berlin (2017) 

 

Utøya (2011) 

 Manchester (2017) 

 London 
(Westminster 
and London 
Bridge, 2016) 

 

Brussels 

(2016) 

 

Paris (Charlie 
Hebdo and 
Bataclan, 
2015) 

 



RESEARCH 
QUESTIONS 

 

How does the Wikipedia 
community react to breaking news 
of terrorist attacks? 

Are there substantial differences 
among the Spanish, French, Italian 
and English versions of the articles? 

Does social media have any influence 
in the construction of these articles? 

Are contributors to the articles 
aware of the risk of the 
spectacularization of pain? 



THEORETICAL 
FRAMEWORK 

Although there are quite a few research studies on how social media narrates 
breaking news of terrorist attacks, not  enough attention has been paid so far to 

how this kind of news is integrated into the biggest online encyclopedia: 
Wikipedia (Bruns &  Hanush; Giglietto, & Lee; Innes M. Roberts, Preece & Rogers; 

Smyrnaios & Ratinaud) 

Cottle, Sumiala, Dayan “tragic media 
event”, “disaster media events” 

Dayan and Katz Media events 



METHODOLOGY 

Descriptive statistical analysis of data of the  
Wikipedia pages (both articles and “Talks”), using 
open source software and open source data: 

http://vs.aka-online.de/cgi-bin/wppagehiststat.pl  
https://xtools.wmflabs.org/articleinfo 
https://tools.wmflabs.org/pageviews/ 

Media discourse analysis of the “Talk” pages of 
every English Wikipedia article taken into 
consideration (Scheufele). 



WIKIPEDIA 



TALK PAGE 



Average 
 
English: 50 min 
Spanish: 112 min 
French: 78 min  
Italian: 44 min-10 d 
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Progress in the construction of 
the article (80% of the final size) 
 
 English: 2-7 d 
 Spanish: 1-9 d 
 French: 2-11 d  
 Italian: 1-8 d 
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THE MAIN 
FRAMES 
OF THE 
“TALK” 

SECTIONS 

2) The importance of sources 

3) The suspicion towards social media 

4) The fight against “fake news” 

5) Avoiding spectacularization  

1) Are we talking about terrorism? 



1) ARE WE TALKING ABOUT TERRORISM? 

In the “Talk” page for each attack, a voice asking whether 
to call it a terrorist attack or not appears 3 or 4 times.  

There’s only one attack where this question is asked 11 
times. Guess which one? (It’s not very hard…) 



YOU’RE RIGHT! UTØYA! 

Terrorist attack Voice questioning 

the terrorist nature 

of the event 

Bataclan 3 

Charlie Hebdo 4 

Nice 3 

Brussels 3 

Westminster 4 

London Bridge 3 

Barcellona 4 

Utøya 11 

Berlin  4 

Manchester  5 

Screenshots 

from Utøya 

talk page 



YOU’RE WRONG! UTØYA! 



2) THE IMPORTANCE OF SOURCES 

One of the central points in the construction of Wikipedia articles is to decide if the 

sources used are acceptable or not. In some cases, the question is easily resolved 

(heterodox sources as “a friend of mine said it" etc.); in others, the question becomes 

more complex and political. 

 

 

Screenshot from Nice talk page 



CORINNE RAY CASE (CHARLIE HEBDO) 



CORINNE RAY CASE 

Screenshot from Charlie Hebdo talk page  



3) THE SUSPICION TOWARDS SOCIAL MEDIA 

Social media are never treated as reliable sources. Furthermore, many 

comments on the “Talk” pages show an ill-concealed mistrust towards the social 

media tout court. 

 

From Nice 

talk page 

From Bataclan 

talk page 

From 

Manchester 

talk page 



THE SUSPICION TOWARDS SOCIAL MEDIA 

The same suspicion against social media also affects one of their 

characteristic output – the spread of hashtags 

 

Screenshot from Nice talk page 



4) WIKIPEDIA AS AN OUTPOST AGAINST 
“FAKE NEWS” 

It’s clear from many comments that users believe that 

Wikipedia should be a barrier against the proliferation of “fake 

news”.  This view also features a particular characteristic: it’s 

necessary to exclude not only fake news from the entries, but 

also news about fake news. 



“NO FAKE NEWS”, BUT ALSO “NO NEWS ABOUT FAKE NEWS” 

From 

Manchester 

talk page 

Fom 

Manchester 

talk page 

From 

Bataclan 

talk page 



 



5) SPECTACULARIZATION OF 
SUFFERING? 

The Wikipedia community reacts very clearly to the 

risk of spectacularization of pain, showing particular 

attention in two ways: the publication of sensitive 

images and the publication of the names of the 

victims. 



IMAGES 

The image policy is very clear: although Wikipedia is not censored, you cannot use 

images with potentially disturbing content if not strictly necessary to describe the 

subject. 

 

From Charlie Hebdo talk page 



RESPECT FOR THE VICTIMS 

• In all the “Talk” pages, the question of whether or not to include the names of the victims in the attacks 

appears repeatedly. The answer is almost always negative. 

• The only cases in which the names of the victims are present are Charlie Hebdo (where some of the 

victims were famous) and the Westminster attack (for no clear reasons). 

 

 



OK, NO NAMES OF HUMAN CASUALTIES, 
BUT WHAT ABOUT DOGS? 

From Bataclan talk page 



CONCLUSION 
(SO FAR) 

The construction of the articles is 
basically the same for every language we 
analyzed. Only the Italian Wikipedia 
differs slightly because it tends to delete 
articles more often. 

Moreover, the contents of the different 
attacks we analyzed are reasonably 
similar, with the notable exception of 
Utøya, where the terroristic framework 
is not taken for granted. 



CONCLUSION 
(SO FAR) 

Much attention is paid to avoiding the spectacularization of suffering, 
whether due to the display of sensitive images or the disclosure of 

the names of the victims (and dogs, too). 

The commitment of the Wikipedia community seems to be based 
not only on the desire to publish articles based on reliable sources, 

but also on a fierce opposition against the use of the Internet 
brought forward by the new generations of social media users (Ricci 

2013, Boni and Ricci 2014). 

The comparison/conflict with social media, repeatedly accused of 
being the major fake news/hoax propagators, is very strong. 

Wikipedia contributors tend to perceive themselves as the “Night’s 
Watch” in defense of the barrier (GOT 2011-2018) or an 

"ethos/action community" (Pentzold 2010).  



THANKS! 

For any questions, collaboration or anything feel free to 

write to: 

 

• oscar.ricci@unimib.it 


