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“Genre is, amongst other things a matter 
of discrimination and taxonomy: of 
organizing things into recognizable 
classes. In this respect it belongs to a 
much larger group of classifying 
activities that permeate every aspect of 
daily life.”

- Frow, John (2015). Genre. London: 
Routledge. pp. 51
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“[T]he law of genre…is precisely a principle of 
contamination, a law of impurity, a parasitical 
economy…. I would speak of a sort of 
participation without belonging--a taking part 
in without being part of, without having 
membership in a set.”

- Derrida, Jacques (1980). “The Law of 
Genre.” Critical Inquiry 7(1): 55-81.



Four Questions to Consider:
● How “distant” does your reading neet to be?
● What is your vocabulary?
● Who gets to decide your vocabulary?
● What can machine learning do for you?



1. How “distant” does your 
reading need to be?



Close reading: The careful, intensive examination of an 
individual passage of text.

Distant reading: The analysis of the whole range of a genre, 
historical period, or national literature.

Close reading treats literature as data about human experience; 
distant reading treats literature as data about human cultures.



“[A]ll (or almost all) [recent trends in literary criticism] seek to substantially enlarge the 
scale at which we discuss literature and literariness…. From this perspective we might say 
that in the last ten years literary criticism constitutes a crisis of largeness.”

- Hayot, Eric (2013). “Scale, Data, and World Literature.”

“[W]hen the smallest text, the smallest part of the text, can always be representative of, or in 
some cases a substitution for, some ‘larger’ claim, one does not need the ‘immense 
accumulation of facts’ that…characterizes current quantitative literary scholarship.”

- Jin, Jay (2017). “Problems of Scale in ‘Close’ and ‘Distant’ Reading.”

“Different scales of literary analysis do require different methods, but if those scales of 
analysis are inquiring about different aspects of a single social process, there is no reason 
why the methods should be incompatible.”

- English, James F. and Ted Underwood (2016). “Shifting Scales.”



Sack, Graham Alexander (2013). “Character Networks for Narrative Generation: Structural Balance Theory 
and the Emergence of Proto-Narratives.” Open-Access Series in Informatics, 32: 183-197.



Underwood, Ted and Jordan Sellers (2016). “The Longue Durée of Literary Prestige.” 
Modern Language Quarterly, 77(3): 321-344.

What distinguishes “prestigious” poetry?

- Developed a working definition of “prestigious”: books of poetry 
published in elite periodicals.

- Created two samples of books available in the HathiTrust Digital Library:
- 360 books of poetry reviewed by elite periodicals between 1820 and 1919.
- A random selection of 360 books of poetry similarly distributed across the same period.

- Trained a pattern-recognizing algorithm to identify poetic diction by 
counting word frequencies.

- Used the model to predict whether a book has been reviewed.



https://zenodo.org/record/44226#.Wvo3KNMvwch
https://github.com/tedunderwood/paceofchange/tree/v1.0 

https://zenodo.org/record/44226#.Wvo3KNMvwch
https://github.com/tedunderwood/paceofchange/tree/v1.0






2. What is your vocabulary?



Zhang, Lei, and Hope A Olson (2016). “Distilling Abstractions: Genre Redefining Essence versus Context.” 
Library Trends 63(3): 540-554.

“Genre is, in essence, an integration of aboutness, of-ness, and is-ness for its 
multidimensions. A fiction, a piece of music, an image, or a film is likely being 
described as of-ness instead of aboutness, and form and genre are likely 
being taken as is-ness. Is-ness indicates the nature of genre—it is something 
rather than about something. However, it is form, one aspect of genre that is 
equivalent to is-ness; the other two aspects of genre, content and function, 
are mapped onto aboutness and of-ness, respectively…. It is no surprise that 
fiction, music, image, and film have the most manifestations of genres.”



Green, Harriet E. (2014). “Literature as a Network: Creative-Writing Scholarship in Literary Magazines.” 
portal: Libraries and the Academy 14(2).





Simms, Paul (2015). “Eight Short Science Fiction Stories.” The New Yorker 14 September 2015.

The galactic federation had rejected the Treaty of Agreement. 
The Outliers had withdrawn their negotiating squadron, despite 
the best efforts of the Trade Council. And in the Unoccupied 
Sector a call arose for punishing tariffs on intersystem trade.

Engineer Wilson didn’t know what any of this meant, but he 
knew that it probably wasn’t good. After two more commercial 
breaks, the news ticker began to repeat itself, so he turned off his 
TV and went back to sleep.



“Genre Form”
Domestic:  a character-centered story treating ordinary circumstances 
in the narrative world, e.g., life at home, life in the work force.

Political:  the form of stories having to do with contested power 
relations, such as bids for power or new arrangements for ruling a 
people.

Parody:  a conscious emulation of another story or style with the 
intent of commenting on the parodied work.

http://www.umich.edu/~genreevo/ 

http://www.umich.edu/~genreevo/


3. Who gets to decide the vocabulary?



Lee, Jin Ha, Hyerim Cho, Violet Fox, and Andrew Perti (2013). “User-centered approach in creating a 
metadata schema for video games and interactive media.”

“[G]enre itself ‘doesn’t say a whole lot’ 
(P17) and ‘genre alone can be 
somewhat misleading about how the 
game is actually designed to be 
played’ (P3) referring to the vastly 
different styles of games under the 
same genre. Users also recognize that 
genre is a significantly overloaded 
term and the multiple dimensions of 
genre need to be fleshed out….”



“...One participant (P17) said that there are two 
categories of genres: ‘structural’ and ‘thematic.’ 
Structural categories are the common categories 
used by video game websites, and thematic 
categories cover plot and emotional content. 
Another participant (P6) used different terms to 
convey a similar idea: ‘elemental genre’ for terms like 
‘science fiction,’ ‘horror,’ ‘fantasy’ that describe the 
details of the game universe, and ‘gameplay genres’ 
such as RPG or FPS (first-person shooter).”

Lee, Jin Ha, Hyerim Cho, Violet Fox, and Andrew Perti (2013). “User-centered approach in creating a 
metadata schema for video games and interactive media.”





http://socscibot.wlv.ac.uk/ 
http://lexiurl.wlv.ac.uk/ 

http://socscibot.wlv.ac.uk/
http://lexiurl.wlv.ac.uk/




Thelwall, Mike (2016). “Book Genre and Author Gender.” Journal of the Association for 
Information Science and Technology 68(5): 1212-1223.

● In which genres are there substantial gender differences in authorship?
● In which genres does the author gender influence the amount of interest 

shown in a book?
● In which genres does the author gender influence the popularity a book?

- Extracted book metadata from a random sample of 500,000 pages on the 
social media site Goodreads.

- Assigned books to all genres listed in the book’s metadata (Goodreads 
metadata lists up to ten genres, ranked by number of user tags).

- Defined “interest” by number of user reviews in Goodreads metadata.
- Defined “popularity” by average user rating in Goodreads metadata.











4. What can machine learning do for you?



Long, Hoyt and Richard Jean So (2016). “Literary Pattern Recognition: Modernism 
between Close Reading and Machine Learning.” Critical Inquiry (42)2: 235-267.

“April” by Ezra Pound

Three spirits came to me
And drew me apart
To where the olive boughs
Lay stripped upon the ground;
Pale carnage beneath bright mist.



Long, Hoyt and Richard Jean So (2016). “Literary Pattern Recognition: Modernism 
between Close Reading and Machine Learning.” Critical Inquiry (42)2: 235-267.

What is the English-language Haiku?

The three ontologies of the genre:

- The English Haiku as modernist text
- The English Haiku as sociohistorical event
- The English Haiku as statistical pattern



Long, Hoyt and Richard Jean So (2016). “Literary Pattern Recognition: Modernism 
between Close Reading and Machine Learning.” Critical Inquiry (42)2: 235-267.



Long, Hoyt and Richard Jean So (2016). “Literary Pattern Recognition: Modernism 
between Close Reading and Machine Learning.” Critical Inquiry (42)2: 235-267.



Long, Hoyt and Richard Jean So (2016). “Literary Pattern Recognition: Modernism 
between Close Reading and Machine Learning.” Critical Inquiry (42)2: 235-267.

“A Sierra Juniper (1921)” by Anna Porter

Out of the granite rock I’ve wrested life;
Fending the storm I’ve strengthened root and limb,
Crouching, I hold the plunging chasm’s rim,
As I have braved a thousand years of strife.



Four things to consider:
1. The scale of your analysis
2. The clarity and consistency of your dictionary
3. Whose expertise does and does not count
4. How humans and machines collaborate to 

produce insights



Thank you!
Dr. Brian S. Matzke

bmatzke@umich.edu

mailto:bmatzke@umich.edu


Questions?
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