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Understanding the Meaning of Distant Reading between Original and

Citations
Fan XIANG, Yilang HE

Abstract In recent years, Franco Moretti’s book Distant Reading has been a hot topic and was quoted by a lot of
research papers in China. In the majority of those papers, the concept Distant Reading is an important approach
and method of text analysis based on computer technology. However, some of those quotations are not accurate. It
is doubtable if the real meaning of Distant Reading in Moretti’s book is the same as what those Chinese scholars
understood. Since there is no Chinese version of the book Distant Reading, the authors have been reading those
papers in Chinese while reading the book in English, trying to find the correct meaning of the concept Distant
Reading. As a conclusion, the authors believe the book can be comprehended as a procedure formed during the
early practice of quantitative analysis for literature research; however, the concept Distant Reading does not
include digital technology processed content, nor is a mature method or approach.
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Most of the chapters in this book first appeared in the pages of New Lefi Review: ‘Modern
European Literature: A Geographical Sketch’, July-August 1994; ‘Conjectures on World
Literature’, January—February 2000; ‘Planet Hollywood’, May—june 2001; ‘More
Conjectures’, March—April 2003; “The End of the Beginning: A Reply to Christopher
Prendergast’, September—October 2006; ‘The Novel: History and Theory’, July-August
2008; ‘Network Theory, Plot Analysis’, March—-April 2011
‘The Slaughterhouse of Literature’ appeared in Modern Language Quarterly, 61: 1, March 2000.
‘Evolution, World-Systems, Weltliteratur’ appeared in Review, 3, 2005
‘Style, Inc.: Reflections on 7,000 Titles (British Novels, 1740-1850) appeared in Critical
Inquiry, Autumn 2009
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