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Abstract

Quantifying similarity or dissimilarity between documents is an important problem in
authorship attribution (Juola, 2006) corpus composition (Kilgarriff, 2001), information
retrieval (Salton and McGill, 1983), plagiarism detection (Clough and Gaizauskas, 2009),
term extraction (Li and Gaussier, 2010), text mining (Weiss et al., 2005) and many other
natural-language processing tasks.

Many indices have been used for these purposes, but little effort has been devoted to
calibrating such indices by systematically comparing the outputs of various textual
dissimilarity functions with a text-external standard. One reason for this is that, although texts
can be placed into categories on the basis of genre, register, topic and other discourse-level
attributes, there is no widespread agreement on how to deal quantitatively with the fact that
some categories differ more than others. The present paper addresses this issue by proposing
a method for establishing a text-external similarity space, on the basis of readers' judgements,
within which texts can be located. This then provides the grounding for a benchmarking
study that compares several text-based measures of dissimilarity with the dissimilarities
derived from the text-external framework, in five different languages. Some widely used
measures perform comparatively poorly in this trial. In particular, rank correlation
consistently outperforms cosine similarity on our data.

A method of generalizing such within-language dissimilarity measures across languages is
also proposed.
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