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Abstract In this chapter I will discuss a variety of distant reading studies in Portuguese, 

most of them, but not all, concerning literary works, which have mainly been 
published in Portuguese.
After an introduction to the concept of distant reading and the macroscope 
(making things smaller as if increasing the distance, as opposed to microscope), 
I report on an attempt to predict literary school from linguistic features. In 
this connection, I deal briefly with the issue of author style by comparing the 
relative number of nouns compared to verbs. Then, I present a study which 
analyzes places in Portuguese literature, both real and imaginary places, 
stressing the complexity of the notion of place in literary text. Next, I address 
the question of how people are described in lusophone literature by gender, 
dividing characterizing expressions in four groups: appearance, social status, 
emotional character, and personality. These are all studies which look at the 
number of particular features to compare works. The next study takes the 
character in a novel as unit: I describe a shared task (DIP) whose aim is to 
characterize literary characters (their gender and profession or social status, as 
well as how many different names they have), and their family relationships, 
and how it was the source of many insights on lusophone literature. I will also 
touch briefly upon some work in progress to measure “inner life” in literature, 
in the context of the comparison of different European literature through the 
ELTeC. Finally, targeting a very different kind of text, namely an encyclopedia 
of Brazilian politicians and politics, I address socio-political studies about 
Brazil, namely the issue of family relationships among Brazilian politicians.
I conclude the chapter with some remarks on methodology and what seems to 
be the way forward.
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Experiments with Distant Reading … 

in Portuguese

Diana Santos

1	� Introduction

This chapter is a short introduction to a group of studies that can be con-
sidered distant reading of Portuguese. Most of them, but not all, concern 
literary works, and have been presented in different venues, often in 
Portuguese.

By distant reading I mean the use of features to replace the texts, in 
situations where there are too many texts to be able to process them by 
close reading. In a way, this is what people have been doing in corpus 
linguistics all along, but now the emphasis is on units larger than the 
sentence and on subject matters that transcend or differ from linguis-
tics proper.

It was Moretti [1] who coined the term or at least made it into a hot 
subject in literature studies. His arguments do not have to concern us 
here, since many other people followed him in applying “big data” 
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methods to literary text, from cultural analytics to the definition of what 
is literature, and using increasingly sophisticated statistical methods.

The appearance of topic models [2] was also a key ingredient of distant 
reading, although it was first proposed for scientific literature or news. It 
was eagerly adopted by digital historians, so that History is another 
(humanities) area which is deep into distant reading.

2	� Literary School

Our first attempt at looking at a large body of literary texts was literary 
school prediction, inspired by [3], who distinguished baroque, arcadism, 
romanticism, and realism in Brazilian literature.

Replacing the texts with a set of linguistic features automatically com-
puted, we wanted to identify the literary schools of works of lusophone 
literature. In that case we concerned ourselves with decadentism, expres-
sionism, historical, indianism, modernism, naturalism, realism, regional-
ism, romanticism, and symbolism. We soon found out that literary school 
was not an easy concept and that there were several disagreements about 
canonical works. Even worse, there was no algorithm to attribute school 
to a non-canonical work. This is reported in [4], together with the results 
obtained.

The style of an author seemed a rather elusive concept, as one can see 
by simply plotting the density of nouns vs. verbs in Fig. 23.1.

3	� Places in Literature

Other studies tried to identify the places in Portuguese literature, both 
real and imaginary places, see [5, 6]. This made us uncover the complex-
ity of the notion of place in literary text, as well as led to a prototype for 
automatic map creation, illustrated in Fig. 23.2. We also raised attention to

The advantages of being able to identify places are manyfold, both 
from a literary perspective, for characterizing genre and authors, and 
from a historical and geographical perspective, to know more about the 
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Fig. 23.1  Relative use of verbs and adjectives in Portuguese novel authors (in 
196 novels)

AU4

country (see e.g. [7]), to the most practical application of feeding literary 
tourism.

4	� Depiction of People

How are gender roles created in lusophone literature? To try to answer 
this question, in [8] we classified human characterizations into four 
groups, namely appearance, social status, emotional character, and per-
sonality, and investigated how these meta-categories relate to masculine 
and feminine descriptions. In addition, for every characterizing expres-
sion which appears more than four times, we identified those which were 
preferably attributed to masculine and feminine characters. Figure 23.3 
shows how differently depicted are the two genders, in a material with 
mainly fiction before 1920.
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Fig. 23.2  Locations in Portugal mentioned in novels by Camilo Castelo Branco. 
Map automatically computed by the AC/DC interface the many different ways 
place names were used in text, and revised place annotation according to a set of 
geographical categories

This sort of task is invaluable for gender studies, in particular to iden-
tify changes in the way women have been pictured, as well as uncover 
possible stereotypes about behavior and social acceptability, to eventually 
compare with literature in other languages.

th
is

 fi
gu

re
 w

ill
 b

e 
pr

in
te

d 
in

 b
/w

  D. Santos

60

61

62

63



Fig. 23.3  Which descriptions are preferred for masculine and feminine 
characters
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Fig. 23.4  The number of characters per literary work; feminine characters are 
depicted in grey and masculine in blackAU5

5	� Identifying Characters in Literature

Another initiative, with the aim of fostering the development of systems 
that detected literary characters in lusophone literature was DIP, a shared 
task to characterize literary characters (their gender and profession or 
social status, as well as how many different names they have), and their 
family relationships. See [9] for the announcement, [10] for preliminary 
results, and [11] for an overview of what was learned with it. In fact, we 
believe that this organization was the source of many insights on luso-
phone literature. Let us highlight some findings.

In Fig. 23.4 we see that there are almost always more masculine than 
feminine characters. Also, feminine characters tended to enter into more 
family relations than masculine ones, as patent in Table 23.1, adapted 
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Table 23.1  Number of characters per number of family relations with other char-
acters, out of 252 feminine characters and 823 masculine characters in the golden 
collection

No. of family rels. Feminine characters Masculine characters

None 155 661
1 50 111
2 24 32
3 9 15
4 10 2
5 4 2
All 252 823

Fig. 23.5  Family relationships in the novels O Cabeleira: História pernambucana 
by Franklin Távora and O Dr. Luis Sandoval by Alice Moderno

from [12]. In average, a masculine character has 0.29 family relations, 
compared to 0.73 of the feminine characters.

In Fig. 23.5 we show different family distributions in different novels 
(just depicting the characters that have family relationships).
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6	� Character Networks

Another common task in distant reading is the building of character net-
works based on co-occurrence in text (not on family relations, as in the 
previous section). This has also been attempted early on, after human 
annotation of characters in novels, presented in [13], together with char-
acter presence along the book.

Another related concern is what is common across all works, and in 
Fig. 23.6 we compare, in 259 fiction works in Portuguese, the relative 
presence of God and the devil—no matter how they are invoked—
by author.

Fig. 23.6  Logarithm of the relative frequency of references to God and the devil 
per author
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7	� Inner Life in the European Novel

I should also mention that, in cooperation with experts from other lan-
guages and literatures, an attempt to identify changes across European 
literatures in what concerns inner life description in novels have so far 
bore no fruits. In [14] we show the results of measuring the proportion 
of inner life verbs across time in several literatures, using the COST-
ELTeC [15].

8	� Specific Domains in Brazilian 
and Portuguese Literatures

One can also compare specific domains in literary text: [16] explores 
clothing in Brazilian and Portuguese literature, [17] discusses health-
related issues, and [18] investigates reference to priests and doctors, 
among other searches.

9	� Brazilian Politics

Finally, let me illustrate the targeting of a very different kind of text, 
namely an encyclopedia of Brazilian politicians and politics, DHBB 
(Dicionário Histórico-Biográfico Brasileiro).

In Figs. 23.7 and 23.8 we show some of the subjects that can be asked: 
when does a politician start her career, and what is the formal education 
of politicians per generation?

In this work we [19, 20] attempt socio-political studies about Brazil, 
in particular addressing the issue of family relationships among Brazilian 
politicians, see [21]. It is interesting to stress that the annotation of family 
relationships is something that is useful for both studies of fiction and 
studies of society.
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Fig. 23.7  Age of first political job in DHBB per generation

Fig. 23.8  Formal education of Brazilian politicians throughout the twenti-
eth century

10	� Concluding Remarks

In a way, most of the examples presented here seem just plain old text 
mining. However, my proposal is that the results of mining, by being 
injected back into the corpus annotation, create richer resources the more 
they are explored and exploited.

I suggest calling this corpus-based digital humanities, illustrated in 
Fig.  23.9, in which the arrow from database to corpus represents the 
reannotation of the corpus. One might notice that the studies discussed 
here have all targeted a small number of books (by today’s standards). In 
that respect, one must acknowledge the blatant lack of digitized literature 
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Fig. 23.9  Corpus-based digital humanities: putting back the mined results into 
the corpus

in Portuguese. We really lag behind languages like Polish or Hungarian, 
whose countries have digitized thousands of books, or Norwegian, whose 
national library digitized all books ever published in Norway.

On the other hand, with the existing material several research ques-
tions can already be addressed, and hopefully they can point the path for 
further digitization, making clear requirements for future initiatives—
OCR quality being definitely one of them.

I end this short text by suggesting all interested in distant reading in 
Portuguese to use the Literateca and DHBB corpora for their studies and 
also of course creating other resources for Portuguese.
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