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What is Distant Reading

Distant reading is an approach from digital literary studies in which computational
methods are applied to often large amounts of text data without reading the texts
themselves. The focus here is usually on quantitative analyses, but qualitative metadata
can also be compared quantitatively. The term was coined by Franco Moretti (2000) in
particular as a counter term to close reading.

(translated from fortext.net)

Distant Reading is a supplement to the close reading and allows us to interpret our
extensive material as comprehensively as possible.

(XIE Jia, ongoing dissertation)



How to do Distant Reading

preparation: data (full text, word tokenization, user dictionary, ...)
processing: DH methods (topic modeling, text mining, ...)

presentation: visual outcomes (graphs), interpretation

A case study on Tianyi K%



Tianyi X&

1907 - 1908 Tokyo and Shanghai
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an anarchist publication

Tianyi supported anarchism and political, economic,
and racial revolution, calling for women's
emancipation and utopian socialism.
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How to do Distant Reading

Topic Modeling :

Put in simpler terms, a topic model is a computer aided program that from a text
generates ‘topics’ or ‘themes’: strings of words that are supposed to be indicative of
themes addresses within the text. The basic idea is that words that cluster ‘closely’
share a meaningful connection, i.e. a ‘topic’, ‘theme’ or ‘motif’ of a text, which in lay
terms could be understood as the ‘important’ or ‘signicant’ key words of sharedtheme.

Fridlund, Mats & Brauer, Rene. (2013). "Historizing topic models: A distant reading of topic modeling texts within historical studies”.



Topic Modeling

Liebe Schopfung Kunst Gesellschaft
Hertz Himmel Homer Vermogen
umarmen Eichen Bild Graf

kiissen schon Gedichte Adel

ewig griin Stift Amt

morgen Sturm inspiriert Arroganz

LLiebe Natur Kunst Gesellschaft

\ Die Leiden des /

jungen Werthers

Matt Erlin, ed., Distant Readings. Topologies of German Culture in the Long Nineteenth Century, New York: Camden House, 2014, p.59.



Topic Modeling

Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA) 2003

o amachine learning algorithm that uses the principles of statistics and probability,.
o application: Marketing, Accounting, Management, Multimedia studies,

Cultural analytics, Historical studies, ...

Blei, David M., Andrew Y. Ng und Michael I. Jordan (2003): ,Latent Dirichlet Allocation® In: Journal of Machine Learning Research. 3, 993—-1022.



Topic Modeling

Latent Dirichlet Allocation (LDA)

o Source: full text of Tianyi
o Topic number = 20

o Word number = 50

Blei, David M., Andrew Y. Ng und Michael I. Jordan (2003): ,Latent Dirichlet Allocation® In: Journal of Machine Learning Research. 3, 993—-1022.
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Distant Reading

features of 20 topics
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Distant Reading

features of 20 topics
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Distant Reading

After further organizing, we can get

People: Marx, Kotoku Shiisui (32f##k k), Qiu Jin ($kE), Kropotkin, Confucius, Ba Jin (E142), Bakunin, ...
Nations: China, Japan, UK, US, France, Germany, Swiss, Russia, Joseon, India, Persia, ...
Cities: Tokyo, Shanghai, New York, Paris, Siberia, ...

Social identities: servant, prostitute, worker, emperor, merchant, soldier, common, ...

Thoughts: Communism, Socialism, Anarchism, Da Tong (CK[F]), Evolution, Mutual Aid, ...



Distant Reading
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Distant Reading

Statistics imply:

Anarchists pay close attention to Asian countries like India, Joseon, Vietnam, Persia, ...

and lack of the attention to Africa.



Distant Reading & Close Reading
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PR e, PABIAREREL A ok, EARSEERE R, WIE EIRABORE I, thEIA R, A{8 Rk
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“Asian Perspective”

Li-ching Chou /&, “The Encounter of Revolutionary Movements and the Asiatic Perspective of Late-Qing China: A Case Study of the Asiatic
Humanitarian Brotherhood™ (1% 7 & i iE Bh ELan YN ADIE A A TERINFIEL & ) 2B Z07158), 21 Century 142 146 (2014): 17-27



Conclusion

Advantages of Topic Modeling:

1. fast and efficient
2. statistics supporting

3. likely to discover hidden clues

“Note that the statistical models are meant to help interpret and understand texts; it is
still the scholar’s job to do the actual interpreting and understanding.”

David M. Blei, "Topic Modeling and Digital Humanities", Journal of Digital Humanities, vol 2, no. 1 (2012)



Reflection

Requirements:
1. well-produced and well-orginized full-text data

2. some linguistics and informatics knowledge

Usability:
3. contextless, logocentrist

4.  textual content



Debate

Ying Bai, Ruixue Jia, Jiaojiao Yang, Web of Power: How Elite Networks Shaped War and
Politics in China, The Quarterly Journal of Economics, 2022;, gjac041,
https://doi.org/10.1093/qgje/qjac041

Critic (Taisu Zhang): the conclusion of the quantitative method is not
different from the consensus of traditional research...

Defender (Ruixue Jia): do some issues need to be proven by data when
there is a historical narrative? |s data proof more credible than a
historical narrative?


https://doi.org/10.1093/qje/qjac041

