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1. Introduction
Some literary works and authors acquire enduring
reputation, whereas others do not. What causes
the difference is a contested issue. Fishelov (2010)
distinguishes between a ‘beauty party’ and a ‘power
party’, where the beauty party argues for the
existence of aesthetic qualities, inherent in the work,
while the power party argues that social power
structures determine the outcome of canonisation
processes. As argued by Miall (2006), the question
should be decided empirically. However, because
there is no objective measure of literary quality
(if there were one, the discussion would be over)
empirical investigation of the issue has been fraught
with difficulty. Both parties can lay some claim to
empirical evidence. For the power party, Rosengren
(1987: 295-325) and Van Rees and Vermunt (1996:
317-333), among others, have shown that reputations
to some extent are made by newspaper reviewers.
For the other side, some of the evidence that
Miall adduces suggests that foregrounded linguistic
features (deviant from normal, non-literary usage)
may be responsible for some of the (emotional)
response that literary reading evokes. It is long way,
however, from that finding to showing that this sort
of textual properties can actually explain a work’s
longer-term reputation.
As a way forward in this debate, I propose to look
into online writing communities, i.e. websites where
communities of amateur writers publish and discuss
their poems and stories. The sites offer the potential
for empirical and quantitative research into literary
evaluation because they contain large quantities of
works and responses to these works. Text analysis
can be combined with statistical analysis of number
of responses and ratings.
In this paper I will look at Verhalensite, a Dutchlanguage online writing community, unfortunately
no longer active. At the basis of the paper is
a site download that contains ca. 60,000 stories

and poems, written by 2500 authors. The texts
received 350,000 comments and the comments
drew another 450,000 reactions. 150,000 comments
were accompanied by a rating in terms of 1 to 5
stars. I reported about Verhalensite and its research
potential in (Boot 2011a). In (Boot 2011b) I discuss
available data and use them in an analysis of the
possibility to predict long-term activity on the site
based on activity and response in the first four weeks
of site membership.

2. Context factors
I focus here on the role of context factors in
determining commenters’ response to the works
published on the site. I look at pairs of one author
and one commenter, where the commenter has
responded to at least one of the author’s works.
I select only those pairs where both author and
commenter have published at least ten works. This
makes it possible to compute linguistic similarity
between authors’ and commenters’ texts and the
similarity of their genre preferences. There are
49,437 of author-commenter pairs fulfilling these
requirements, and we can compute statistical
relationships between the contextual factors and the
response variables. As an example I give correlations
between some of the context variables and the
number of comments the commenter has given
the author, presumably reflecting the commenter’s
opinion of the author’s works:
Variable

Partial
correlation

Variable
grouping

Similarity creative
texts

0.06

Author-commenter
similarity

Similarity
commentary texts

0.11

Difference in
numbers of poems

-0.11

Same preferred
genre

0.09

Replies by author to 0.07
comments (fraction)
Comments by
author on others

0.15

Comments
by author on
commenter

0.57

Ratings by author

0.13

Prose writers

0.08

Author networking
activity

Text properties

Table 1: Partial correlations with number of comments from
commenter to author, given author productivity, commenter’s
average number of comments per week and overlap in
the commenter’s and author’s active periods on the site

The first four variables are measures of similarity
between the author’s and commenter’s texts. The
correlations show that the closer commenter and
author are in terms of language, in the amount
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of poetry they write, and in genre, the more
likely the commenter is to respond to the author’s
works. I use two aspects of textual similarity.
The similarity between authors’ and commenters’
creative texts (poems and stories) is computed using
Linguistic Inquiry and Word Count (LIWC), argued
by Pennebaker (e.g. Pennebaker & Ireland 2011:
34-48) to reflect important psychological properties.
LIWC counts words in grammatical, psychological
and semantic categories (e.g. pronouns, positive
emotions, or work-related words). I use the cosine
distance over all LIWC categories as a measure
of textual similarity. For the commentary texts, I
created a number of site-specific vocabulary lists
corresponding to certain aspects of the response:
compliments (good, nice, cool), greetings (hi,
welcome, grtz), critical (not necessarily negative)
discourse (dialogue, stanza, suspense), negative
response (disappointing, boring, missing), and some
others. I computed frequencies for each of these
categories. Textual similarity between author and
commenter was computed from the weighted
differences between their frequencies in the sitespecific categories.
The next four variables are measures of the author’s
networking activity, which was shown by Janssen
(1998: 265-280) to be an important factor in
determining the amount of critical attention that
an author receives. They represent respectively the
fraction of received comments that the author replies
to (usually to say thank you, sometimes with a longer
reaction), the number of times the author comments
on others’ works, the number of comments the author
has given to the specific commenter (the quid-proquo effect), and the number of ratings that the author
has given. All four have positive influence on the
amount of comments. The next variable shows that
if the shared genre is prose (and not poetry), the
commenter is more likely to rate the author’s works
highly. At present I have no hypothesis as to why this
should be the case.
In terms of the discussion about literary evaluation,
the numbers are interesting because none of the
context variables reflect properties of the texts
(except for the prose/poetry distinction). They show
that to some extent literary evaluation depends on
linguistic agreement between author and evaluator
and on an author’s networking activities. While at
a general level this is perhaps hardly surprising, it
is interesting to obtain a measure of the (relative)
strengths of these influences, including the quidpro-quo effect. It is also interesting to note LIWC
is to some extent able to capture linguistic distance
between authors.
As a next step in this analysis, I hope to look more
closely into alternative measures of textual similarity
and the extent to which they can predict the number
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of comments exchanged in an author-commenter
pair. One interesting candidate would be Latent
Semantic Analysis, possibly using only words from
certain semantic fields. It would also be interesting
to investigate the differences between commenters in
sensitivity to the discussed variables. The numbers
given here reflect average behaviour, and it seems
very likely that some commenters will care more
than others for e.g. linguistic agreement between
their own works and the works that they comment
on. A follow-up question would then be whether
it is possible to cluster commenters based on their
preferences.

3. Discussion
To some extent a paper such as this one is unusual
in the Digital Humanities context. Work in Digital
Humanities has tended to focus on texts, their
stylistics, authors, their sources, and the vehicles
(editions) that bring texts to their modern students.
Reader response has been largely ignored in our
field. The discussion above shows some of the
influence of contextual factors on literary evaluation,
but many other sorts of analysis could and should
be undertaken on the basis of this material. For
one thing, I have not yet investigated the effects
of ‘power’ (i.e. the influence of third persons on
commenters’ behaviour). Similarly, many analyses
at the level of the individual work have yet to be
performed. The existence of digital environments
such as online writing communities has made
these analyses feasible and can thus contribute to
broadening the scope of Digital Humanities.
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There has long been a tendency of tools in the digital
humanities to be objects through which literary
scholars are intended to perform meta-analyses of
texts. One of the inconsistencies with this act is that
in the process of displaying a data visualization we
destroy the actual text that is being studied. This
act is a type of pharmakon, creative because it shifts
the aesthetic of the text for re-interpretation and
destructive because the original artifact is lost in this
process of creation. By appropriating Rene Girard’s
definition of violence – namely that the attempt
to represent texts visually and digitally is a form
of mimetic rivalry that leads to violence in terms
of the text itself, and using Denis Diderot’s three
fold vision of creation (‘enthousiasme’), I will show
that the mimetic nature of digital humanities tools
creates an allowing condition for a type of violence
that is both destructive (Girard’s ‘violence’) and
creative (Diderot’s ‘enthousiasme’). By juxtaposing
the work of Girard and Diderot in this way it
becomes possible to see digital humanities projects
(specifically data visualization projects) as acts of
violence. It was this line of reasoning that brought
me to my primary research question: Is it possible
to develop a visualization technique that does not
destroy the original text in the process, one in which
the digital humanist can be a creator in terms of
Diderot’s enthusiasme?
My paper will suggest a new method for visualizing
texts that specifically addresses this question. The
proposed method uses rigorous mathematics –
developed with the aid of an interdisciplinary
team of mathematicians and computer scientists
at the University of Waterloo – that addresses
this problem of violence and suggests that through
interdisciplinary study and mathematical precision
we can produce digital humanities tools that encode
the original texts in their entirety without any
violence towards the text. This project is an attempt
to ‘form a new kind of literary study absolutely
comfortable with scientific methods yet completely
suffused with the values of the humanities’ as
suggested by R. G. Potter in Literary Computing and
Literary Criticism: Theoretical and Practical Essays
on Theme and Rhetoric.
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