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Between Canon and Corpus: Six Perspectives on 20th-Century Novels

1. Dilemmas of Selection

Of the many, many thousands of novels and stories published in English in the 20th century, 
which group of several hundred would represent the most reasonable, interesting, and use-
ful subset of the whole? 

This was the difficult question posed to researchers in the Stanford Literary Lab when they 
decided to move ahead with plans to create a fully digitized corpus of 20th-century fiction. 
Lacking any such resource, scholars here and elsewhere had been largely unable to engage 
in the kinds of large-scale quantitative analyses of literary historical data routinely performed 
on the texts of earlier periods, which have depended on the ready availability of corpora 
such as the Chadwyck-Healey database of Nineteenth-Century Fiction, Gale’s Eighteenth 
Century Collections Online database, and the like. Using this data, the critic-researchers of 
the Lab had, for instance, been able to make new observations and analyses of the histori-
cal nature of novelistic genres, of large-scale shifts in novelistic language over the course of 
the 19th century, and the nature of style at the level of the sentence.1 Given how often these 
results had been represented graphically as occurring along a historical time-line, one nat-
urally wondered, moving the eye from left to right: what happens next? What happens to 
these trends in the 20th—and for that matter 21st—centuries? Do novelistic genres operate 
the same way in the 20th century as they did in the 19th? Does the use of words connoting 

1 See, for example, Allison, Sarah, Heuser, Ryan et al. Quantitative Formalism: an Experiment, 2011;  Heuser, Ryan 
and Le-Khac, Long. A Quantative Literary History of 2,958 Nineteenth-Century British Novels: The Semantic Cohort 
Method, 2012; Allison, Sarah, Gemma, Marissa, et al. Style at the Scale of the Sentence, 2013.
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abstract values continue to decline? Do sentences get more or less complex? And, for that 
matter, what entirely new literary historical phenomena might become visible in the data of 
more recent literary history? And there one’s curiosity perforce remained in suspension, un-
satisfied. Although a great deal of the literature of the 20th century has long existed in digital 
form on the servers of publishing houses, that data has largely not been made available for 
the use of scholars.

But supposing the doors to the storeroom of all of the novels and stories written in English 
in the 20th century were opened to inspection and selection, which of them would one even 
choose? After all, the number of books published in English grows exponentially. Accord-
ing to publishers’ own data, in the last forty years alone the number of unique fictional texts 
published per year in English worldwide has grown from 7,948 to 278,985 (Figure 1).

A 20th-century corpus would therefore be selected from a number of books potentially or-
ders of magnitude greater than one built for the 18th or even 19th century, making any aspira-
tion we might have had toward the rigorous statistical representativeness of the new corpus 
unrealistic. Because the labor and expenses involved in assembling a reliable database of 
digitized texts are considerable, it was decided that that number would initially have to be 
restricted to roughly 350, the same size as some of the other high quality or reliably “clean” 
corpora already in use by the Lab.

No doubt the most efficient path forward would have been for one Lab member, ideally a 
scholar of 20th-century literature, to select the requisite number of texts from an extensive, 
if by no means exhaustive, private collection of paperbacks amassed over many years as a 
student, teacher, scholar and general reader. An idiosyncratically “curated” corpus of this 
sort might have had some charm, in particular to the selector, as a modest monument to a 
personal (but also, of course, highly class- and otherwise-inflected) history of a relation to 
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Figure 1: Number of individually titled English language books classified as single works of fiction published per 
year from 1969 to 2014. Information derived from Bowker’s Books in Print database.
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the field. What books had this reader acquired, whether for pleasure or necessity or some 
combination of both? What subset of what had been acquired should now be chosen as 
the basis of collective research? Alas, even given the many technical compromises and ap-
proximations one must typically accept in order to get on with digital humanities projects, 
this path forward seemed unwise. Although it may be the case that any process of selection 
from a much larger set of texts can justly be accused of “selection bias” of some kind—in-
deed, the very category of “20th-century fiction in English” is already replete with implicit as-
sumptions about meaningfulness of temporal, generic and linguistic boundaries—this one 
seemed unnecessarily limited by individual whim. 

Surely a better, more “scientific” principle of selection could be found, one more in keep-
ing with the Lab’s collaborative spirit? Indeed, tacking dramatically in the opposite direc-
tion, perhaps we should have simply made a random selection from the practical infinity of 
20th-century fictional narrative? That would have satisfied the desire to achieve a reasonable 
standard of objectivity in the making of the corpus, and been responsive to a longstanding 
aspiration in the Lab to observe the literary field comprehensively in its “natural” state, prior to 
the merciless culling over time that reduces that field to a small and relatively well-kempt gar-
den of enduring monuments. But this approach would have presented a few difficulties of its 
own. First, what master list of all the novels and stories published in the 20th-century fiction in 
English would one be randomly selecting from? As it happens, to our knowledge no such list 
exists: even the data offered by 20th-century publishing companies becomes unreliable or 
absent altogether before 1969. But even supposing that data were available—or supposing 
a reasonable-seeming proxy could be found—what would one really have upon performing 
a random selection of only several hundred texts from many hundreds of thousands? Most 
likely something disappointing, perhaps even dispiriting. A corpus so constructed might 
suffer from a sense of mere arbitrariness, leaving out too many things—including most of 
the individual authors, certainly, and perhaps also whole genres and long phases of devel-
opment—that scholars have come to care about.2 At least at this early stage, the prospect 
of conducting research on a sampling of the 20th-century novel that would most likely not 
include any works by Joyce, Faulkner, Hemingway, Woolf, Ellison, Pynchon, Morrison . . . 
seemed less than satisfactory. Any claims made about the “20th-century novel in English” 
derived from such a corpus would be shadowed by doubts about their applicability to more 
exemplary works. A randomized selection of books might function as a viable corpus, then, 

2 In fact, taking advantage of so-called “expert knowledge” in the design of a corpus such as this is fully in keeping 
with the practices of Digital Humanities, whose statistical methods are implicitly Bayesian. In Bayesian statistics, 
the statistical model is informed by the analyst’s prior knowledge about the “real” state of the world. That is, if we 
want to know something about 20th-century literature as it is understood and practiced by literary scholars, it makes 
sense to include information about the disciplinary configuration of 20th-century literature in the design of study. As 
most of the Lab studies have begun with a question (we want to know x about y), the prior assumptions about y, 
based on years on previous knowledge and study, have always informed the construction of the sample. In this way, 
designing a non-random, but still statistically rigorous sample of 20th-century novels and stories is a valid approach, 
assuming that the biases in our corpus accurately reflect the biased way that we want to study it.
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but we found ourselves thirsting, after all—and ominously—for a body of data that would 
have at least some of the attributes of a canon.

Thus it was decided that a selection bias toward canonicity would be allowed, for the time 
being, to persist. The only question was: what agency should be allowed to say what counts 
as a canonical work? What sources could be trusted with that judgment? Setting out in what 
we hoped would be fresh, new directions for the study of 20th-century fiction, we found 
ourselves visited by the restless ghosts of the notorious Canon Wars of the 1980s and 90s, 
when the question of inclusion and exclusion from the college syllabus had been freighted 
with vast ideological implications, not least at Stanford.3

But perhaps those ghosts, too, could be gotten into the Lab’s machine?

2. A Found Canon

Surely the best-known attempt to list the truly important novels of the 20th century was the 
one enacted (perpetrated?) by the Modern Library just as the century was coming to a close. 
Selected by the editorial board of that imprint—it is controlled by the Random House Pub-
lishing Group, which itself became a division of the privately held media corporation Ber-
telsmann in 1998—the Modern Library 100 Best Novels of the 20th Century arrived with con-
siderable fanfare and not a little debate about its meaning.4 According to a body comprised 
of nine white men (eight of them American-born, six of them professional historians, two of 
them novelists) and one white British woman novelist, all born between 1914 and 1941, the 
best novel of the century had already been published by 1922. It was James Joyce’s Ulysses 
(1922). It was followed on the list by F. Scott Fitzgerald’s The Great Gatsby (1925), Joyce’s A 
Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916), Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita (1955), Aldous Huxley’s 
Brave New World (1932), William Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury (1929), Joseph Heller’s 
Catch-22 (1961), Arthur Koestler’s Darkness at Noon (1940), D.H. Lawrence’s Sons and Lov-
ers (1913), and John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath (1939). 

Already a “top-ten” list to quarrel with on many grounds, noted many. For starters, as a group, 
the authors of these novels presented a demographic cohort that was almost as homoge-
nous as the Board that selected them, and the most recent of their works had been published 

3 On Stanford as a battlefield in the Canon or, more broadly, Culture Wars of the 1980s, see Herbert Lindenberger, 
“On the Sacrality of Reading Lists: The Western Culture Debate at Stanford University” http://www.pbs.org/shatter-
ing/lindenberger.html [accessed 10/11/14]; credit for igniting the battle is often given to Allan Bloom’s best-selling 
The Closing of the American Mind: How Higher Education Has Failed Democracy and Impoverished the Souls of 
Today’s Students (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1987) and E.D. Hirsch’s Cultural Literacy: What Every American 
Needs to Know (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1987; Matt Reed takes note of the remarkable shift in the conservative 
position with respect to the Humanities since the 1980s in: https://www.insidehighered.com/blogs/confessions-
community-college-dean/remember-canon-wars [accessed 10/11/14]. To our mind, the most incisive critique of 
the many questionable assumptions built into the Canon Wars is to be found in John Guillory, “Canonical and Non-
canonical: The Current Debate” in his Cultural Capital: The Problem of Literary Canon Formation (Chicago: U Chi-
cago P, 1993) pp. 3-84.

4 The full Modern Library list is posted at http://www.modernlibrary.com/top-100/100-best-novels/ [accessed 
10/11/2014]. It and the other lists we used in the construction of the corpus are included below as an Appendix. 
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in 1961. The appearance of eccentricity only increased on the way down the list, where, for 
instance, Max Beerbohm’s Zuleika Dobson (1911), Arnold Bennett’s The Old Wives’ Tale 
(1908) and Henry Green’s Loving (1945) were judged the 59th, 87th, and 89th best novels of 
the 20th century, respectively, beating out Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird (1960), Thomas 
Pynchon’s Gravity’s Rainbow (1973), Marilynne Robinson’s Housekeeping (1980), Toni Mor-
rison’s Beloved (1985), and Don DeLillo’s Underworld (1997), which don’t appear on the list 
at all. 

Was this, nonetheless, a good place to begin? While we saw no particular reason to pay 
inordinate respect to the tastes of the Modern Library editorial board, the “found” nature of 
the list seemed a possible advantage. While this list embodies the biases of a small group 
of persons—on average, an award-winning white male historian born in 1927—at least those 
persons were not the ones who would be working with this data. What’s more, the controver-
sy surrounding their efforts was deemed to be of some value, stripping away any pretense 
that the construction of the corpus-as-canon could be an innocent one. In fact, the actions 
of the Board seemed already to concede this: from the beginning, their list would be ac-
companied by another list, the so-called “Reader’s List,” selected by means of an unrestrict-
ed online voting system.5 Compiled in this way, this alternative list trades the questionable 
exclusivity of the Board for the questionable inclusivity of the public forum, opening itself 
not only to the enthusiasms of the reading masses but also to its organized manipulation 
by author-oriented interest groups. Although there was some overlap between the two, the 
Reader’s List looked quite different from that of the Board. In the two top slots one finds Ayn 
Rand’s Atlas Shrugged (1957) and The Fountainhead (1943), followed by L Ron Hubbard’s 
Battlefield Earth (1982), J.R.R. Tolkein’s Lord of the Rings (1942), Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird 
(1960), George Orwell’s 1984 (1949), and several more works by Rand and Hubbard. All of 
them are deemed superior to Joyce’s Ulysses, which enters this list at #11. As data, this list 
was in its own way as compromised as the list compiled by the Board, and if the goal of our 
project had remained to produce a “neutrally” assembled corpus this would have been a 
serious problem. Fortunately, that was no longer the goal.

Should we have been troubled by the sheer absurdity of this list, by the evidence that its 
process of selection was gamed in favor of a few authors with cult followings? Perhaps if 
we had been acting as judges of literary quality, we would and should have been deeply 
troubled by the triumph of Ayn Rand and L. Ron Hubbard over their 20th-century peers. In-
stead, standing at a point of analytical remove from the question of the actual quality (or 
crappiness) of these works, these enthusiasms could simply be taken as data in their own 
right. Although the Reader’s List seemed, to say the least, no more innocently authoritative 
than the one constructed by the Board, it wore its high interest as a document in the social 
history of reading on its face, pointing, even as it retained the form of a ranked judgment of 
esteem, to wide fractures in the respective tastes of lay and scholarly audiences for fiction. 
More, it suggested the seed of the method by which the Stanford Corpus of 20th-Century Fic-

5 See http://www.modernlibrary.com/top-100/100-best-novels/ [accessed 10/11/2014].
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tion in English would in fact be constructed: why not take both lists and superimpose them 
one upon the other? Even allowing for overlaps, the master list so compiled, at 169 texts, 
would be substantially larger than the 100 works appearing on each, but it would crucially 
remain (via tagging and cross-referencing) decomposable into its constituent parts. These 
parts could now be systematically compared and analyzed as indexes of the social destiny 
of different kinds of text. The messy process of constructing a 20th-century corpus needn’t 
be submerged beneath the smooth surface of a technical interface, and might generate in-
teresting research questions in and of itself.

One immediate observation, not even requiring a spreadsheet to see it, was that the Read-
er’s List seemed far more various in cultural level (as traditionally recognized) than its coun-
terpart. As one might expect from its populist origins, the Reader’s List contains many more 
works of genre fiction—e.g. Frank Herbert’s SF epic Dune (1965) at #14, Jack Schaefer’s 
western Shane (1949) at #26, Tom Clancy’s military thriller Hunt for Red October (1984) at 
#81, and eight works by the relatively obscure (to most of us) Canadian fantasist Charles de 
Lint, whose fan base appears to have been highly active on his behalf. But it also includes 
several unambiguously highbrow literary classics. Not only Ulysses, but Pynchon’s Gravity’s 
Rainbow (1973) at #21, William Faulkner’s The Sound and the Fury (1929) at #33, Ralph El-
lison’s Invisible Man (1952) at #69 and Flan O’Brien’s At Swim-Two-Birds (1951) at #76. By 
contrast, the Board’s List extends outward from obviously consecrated (and widely taught) 
classics into a domain it is tempting to call middlebrow—e.g. James Jones’s From Here to 
Eternity (1951) at #62, Elizabeth Bowen’s The Death of the Heart (1938) at #84, and Booth 
Tarkington’s The Magnificent Ambersons (1918) at #100. It only makes room for two works 
readily identifiable as genre fiction, Dashiell Hammett’s The Maltese Falcon (1930) at #56, 
and James M. Cain’s The Postman Always Rings Twice (1934) at #98. It includes no works of 
science fiction or fantasy, but with one major exception, the genre of dystopian political al-
legory represented by Huxley’s Brave New World (1932), Koestler’s Darkness at Noon (1940), 
Orwell’s 1984 (1949), Anthony Burgess’s A Clockwork Orange (1962) and even, at a stretch, 
Kurt Vonnegut’s Slaughterhouse-Five (1968). 

Thus, before even beginning the hard work of turning these texts into fine-grained packets 
of data—such that one might, for instance, begin to compare the kinds of sentences and 
other grammatical structures, vocabularies, topics, etc. likely to appear in one list and not 
the other—the task of constructing our corpus had bequeathed some interesting research 
questions of a more or less traditional historicist nature. For instance, what about that attrac-
tion to political allegory on the Board’s List? Is this, say, an epiphenomenon of the machina-
tions of the Cold War education system? Is this what you get when you ask historians to 
judge fiction?

But why stop with just these two lists? Why not conceive the corpus as modular and in prin-
ciple perpetually open to further additions/iterations? It would be a simple task for scholars 
working with this data to note which iteration of the corpus they are working with: whatever 
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inconvenience might arise from the absence of a “definitive” 20th-Century Corpus would, it 
was decided, be more than outweighed by the potential benefits of a database conceived as 
an open and evolving system. Such a system would not only allow for additions and subtrac-
tions based on the nature of a given study, but would also, for the first time, openly acknowl-
edge the biases attendant to the construction of any corpus. 

Together, the Board’s and the Reader’s lists comprise 169 total unique works, but the Lab 
had the resources to digitize over twice that number, and (in principle) the larger the corpus 
the better (and the more sources for the data, the more broadly representative the entire cor-
pus becomes). Having happened upon the principle of super-imposition and modularity in 
the constitution of the corpus, it seemed clear that any new layer, any new list of 100 that was 
conceived according to similar principles, might add both to the richness of the whole and 
to the social-relational analyzability of its components. In a modest way, this seems to have 
been the thinking of the Modern Library itself, which soon added a third list to its portfolio, 
the so-called Radcliffe’s Rival 100 Best Novels List, compiled by participants in the Radcliffe 
Publishing Course (a now-renamed and relocated summer institute meant to prepare young 
people for jobs in that industry).6 For this group—it is tempting to position them between the 
Board and the Readers—The Great Gatsby comes out on top, followed by J.D. Salinger’s The 
Catcher in the Rye (1951), Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath, Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird, and 
Alice Walker’s The Color Purple (1982), with Ulysses coming in at #6. 

A notably more American-centric list than the Board’s, at least near the top, but also (by our 
lights) a less eccentric one, with few or no head-scratchers on the order of Beerbohm’s Zu-
leika Dobson (although Wolfe’s Bonfire of the Vanities [1987], at #65, is surely beginning to 
seem a dated choice). Perhaps reflecting the relative youth of its judges, the Radcliffe List 
extends outward from its mainstream canonical heart in the direction of the “children’s clas-
sic,” e.g. E.B. White’s Charlotte’s Web (1952) at #13, A.A. Milne’s Winnie-the-Pooh (1926) at 
#22, L. Frank Baum’s The Wonderful World of Oz (1900) at #47 and Kenneth Grahame’s The 
Wind in the Willows (1908) at #90. Adding this list to the mix, the Corpus had grown to 208 
total works.

A bit more sniffing around produced two more readily available lists, and increased the 
“spread” of cultural level in the corpus as a whole: first was scholar Larry McCaffery’s com-
peting list of great novels in English of the 20th century, published in the American Book 
Review, which focuses more intently (and polemically) on works of obviously “experimental” 
form.7 For McCaffery, a professor of English and Comparative Literature at San Diego State 
University, Nabokov’s Pale Fire (1962) takes the top slot, while Ulysses falls to #2, followed 
by works by Pynchon, Robert Coover, Faulkner, Samuel Beckett, Gertrude Stein and William 
Burroughs. With this list, we struck an immediate blow on behalf of scholars of literature, 

6 Available at http://www.modernlibrary.com/top-100/radcliffes-rival-100-best-novels-list/ [accessed 10/11/2014]

7 See Larry McCaffery, “The 20th Century’s Greatest Hits: 100 English Language Books of Fiction” American Book 
Review September/October 1999 (20: 6) accessed 10/11/2014 at http://litline.org/ABR/Issues/Volume20/Issue6/
abr100.html. Notably, and in distinction from our other lists, McCaffery’s list briefly justifies each of his choices.
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who had yet to be consulted in any way about the objects of their expertise. Second was a 
list of the best-selling works of each year of the 20th century according to Publisher’s Weekly. 
The idea here—as with all of these lists—was to reach for low-hanging fruit, which in this 
case meant taking the opportunity to include a more “objective” (while still no doubt flawed) 
measure of popular esteem—here crudely measured in sales—than that available from the 
Reader’s List. 

Neither of these additions came without conceptual baggage. In the first case, although 
McCaffery is doubtless an eminent scholar of 20th-century experimental fiction, the corpus 
would now be factoring in the opinions of a single person. In the second, we would be creat-
ing an arguably artificial temporal spread by listing the best-selling work of each year rather 
than the top 100 selling books of the century as a whole. While a case could be made for the 
latter approach, an increasing number of readers would bias this list to the last decades of 
the century: in fact, 6 of the top 20 bestselling books of the century were written after 1975, 
while 15 were published after 1950.8 This is the inverse of the problem of “accumulated es-
teem” arguably bedeviling the Board’s List, which contains very few works of then recent—
1980s or 90s—vintage. Instead, the year-by-year bestseller reveals a running indicator of 
popularity throughout the century, although, because many books were the top selling book 
for sequential years (for example Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind [1936]), this list 
yielded less than 100 books.9 In the case of both of these new components, having internal-
ized the modular, and in principle open-ended and accretive, nature of the corpus, the guid-
ing principle was to work with what was readily found, confident that both the transparency 
of its construction and the decomposability of its components would safeguard against 
scholars being misled by the eccentricities of any one list.

By superimposing these five lists, the corpus now numbered 352 unique works, and the re-
searchers at the Lab were ready to engage in some preliminary analyses leading to some 
interesting findings. With all of its flaws, and in the parlance of the software iteration, it would 
be the 20th-Century Corpus 1.0:

1. Modern Library Board’s List of 100 Best Novels of the 20th Century

2. Modern Library Reader’s List of 100 Best Novels of the 20th Century

3. Radcliffe’s Rival List of the 100 Best Novels of the 20th Century

4. Larry McCaffery’s List of the 100 Best Novels of the 20th Century.

5. The yearly best-selling works of the 20th Century.

8 Statistics compiled from Wikipedia’s “List of Best-selling Books”, http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_best-sell-
ing_books [accessed Nov 11, 2014]

9 As Publishers Weekly statistics only began in 1913, this is was necessarily truncated on the early end as well.
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3. Preliminary Analyses 

Although, as we have argued, the strength of this combined corpus lies in its modularity, 
each list having been assembled according to a different set of criteria for “the best 20th-
century fiction,” the guiding logic of the lists remains mostly consistent, making these dif-
ferences meaningfully comparable. A different dimension of this consistency becomes vis-
ible in the considerable number of works that the lists share with each other. This overlap 
represents not only accidental points of intersection between the lists, but also the extent to 
which each list is in agreement with the others about which novels were the century’s best.

Of the five lists, the Modern Library Board’s List and the Radcliffe List are the most “embed-
ded” into the corpus as a whole and the most intertwined with each other: each of them 
shares 63 of their 100 works with at least one other list, including 31 works shared between 
them. The Modern Library Reader’s List is close behind, with 52 works shared between it 
and rest of the corpus. That the significant cross-penetration of these three lists has a lot to 
do with the accumulated artistic prestige of many of the works they contain seems obvious, 
but gives us something to chew on in the case of the Reader’s List in particular. The Reader’s 
List is not simply a list of “popular” works. Its inclusion of a novel like Ulysses suggests its 
“seriousness”—that is, the willingness of many lay readers to recognize the value of some 
notoriously difficult masterpieces of the 20th century even as they rate certain works of genre 
fiction as worthy of standing alongside them.10 Seeing the likes of Ayn Rand and L. Ron Hub-
bard—or even a less controversially beloved writer like JRR Tolkien—next to a works of high 
art disturbs our usual sense of categorical distinctions of cultural value, and points to the 
broader truth that the criteria by which one judges a literary work as great might be various 
even in the mind of a single individual, let alone a larger group.

Given McCaffery’s explicit intent to counter the “ludicrousness” of the Modern Library 
Board’s list, which he found to be “way out of touch with the nature and significance of 20th-
century fiction,” it is not surprising that his list shares only 41 titles with the others, the real 
surprise perhaps being that it shares so many.11 It is the Publishers Weekly list, however, that 
is clearly the outlier. Of its 94 unique titles, it shares only 8 with the other lists, including 
Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind, Philip Roth’s Portnoy’s Complaint (1969) and, interestingly, 
Stephen King’s It (1986), which it shares with the Reader’s List. 

The question of why the Publishers Weekly list is so different is an important one. First and 
foremost, and as opposed to the more heterogeneous Reader’s List, it seems to confirm the 
systematic differentiation, if not contradiction, between artistic and commercial value that 
some have argued was crucial to the emergence of the novel genre as a form capable, on oc-

10 Of course, it is interesting to speculate on the different kinds of readers—or even “factions” thereof—who con-
tributed to the Reader’s List. It may be that while some of these readers mostly replicated the judgments of value 
found in and around the school and university, others took a more pointedly populist and insurrectionary approach 
to the task of ranking. The Reader’s List we have does not conserve these possible striations of sensibility and 
intent.

11 McCaffery’s opinion of the original Modern Library List is recorded at http://spinelessbooks.com/mccaffery/100/
index.html [accessed 10/11/14].
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casion, of producing works of “fine art.” This was one manifestation of what Pierre Bourdieu, 
most prominently, has discussed as a growing tension between the so-called autonomous 
and heteronomous poles of artistic production in the 19th century.12 It would also appear to 
speak to the relative difficulty and even unpleasantness of canonical literature, which, out-
side the academic book market, has the effect of limiting its sales. 

Yet the Publishers Weekly list is different in one very important additional way: unlike the four 
other lists, which were consciously created as “best of” lists by a defined group of readers, 
the “popular” list is merely a record of sales data, an impersonal aggregate of economic 
activity. This helps to explain why it shares so few works with the other lists, and points to 
an instructive irony in the dynamic unfolding of literary history: in our subsequent efforts to 
actually purchase all of the texts that will appear in the Corpus, the works on the Publishers 
Weekly best-sellers list have proven by far the most difficult to find. This creates difficulties 
in one sense, but an opportunity in another: in our work with these corpus modules, the 
Publishers Weekly list gives us a kind of control sample, equally but differently biased in its 
selection criteria. If, in other words, we see resonances between this list and the others, we 
can be more confident that it is a real-world phenomenon in 20th-century literature in general 
and not just an artifact of the arbitrary list-making process. On the other hand, this list also 
gives us leverage against what we might call the aspirational dimension of judgments of 
literary worth: whatever people might say or think, these are the kinds of novels they actually 
like to read, or at least to buy. 

The relationships between these lists, including their relative similarities and their overlap, 
can be seen at a glance if we visualize the members of the corpus as a network (Figure 2).

In this representation of the corpus, each box is a single text and each text is connected to 
all of the lists (represented by the central, labeled, boxes in each color group) to which it 
belongs.

Based on this visualization, the position of each list vis-a-vis the others indicates how similar 
it is to any other list (effectively, how many works are shared between them and how many 
they have in common with all of the other lists). The Modern Library Board’s List and the 
Radcliffe List are placed next to each other (as they share the most books), while the Modern 
Library Reader’s List is on the opposite side: still close, but distinctly different. McCaffery’s 
list and the Publishers Weekly list are at the two poles of the network, representing their 
greater degree of distance from the rest, but while McCaffery’s list is still relatively close in 
the northwest, the Publishers Weekly list is very far away in the southeast, demonstrating 
again how little it is like the other components of the corpus. 

Interestingly, on a text-by-text basis, this network also lets us explore the relationship be-
tween individual texts and the lists that they belong to. In the center of the cluster of the four 

12 See, for instance, Pierre Bourdieu, trans. Susan Emanuel, The Rules of Art: Genesis and Structure of the Literary 
Field (Stanford: Stanford UP, 1996). The American side of the story of the novel’s upward mobility is analyzed in Mark 
McGurl, The Novel Art: Elevations of American Fiction after Henry James (Princeton UP, 2001).
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most similar lists lies a collection of 15 works that belong to all four. These include the usual 
suspects, such as Ulysses, The Great Gatsby and The Catcher in the Rye, but also some mild 
surprises (at least to us), including Joseph Heller’s Catch-22 and Jack Kerouac’s On the Road 
(1957). If we take these four lists as measures of canonical prestige, then these works are the 
most canonical, at least according to the logic of the lists we ‘found.’ (Figure 3).

There is one work, however, that appears on all five lists, displaced from this central cluster 
because it is also attached to the Publishers Weekly list and is therefore pulled, in the net-
work, down, toward the southeast. This work, the most central work in our corpus, is none 
other than John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of Wrath (Figure 4). 

Following the formula of prestige and popularity above, it seems to occupy a privileged posi-
tion on both axes: the only book in our corpus that is both deeply respected as an important 

Figure 2: Force-directed network of texts included in the five original lists. Each text is represented by a colored 
node, the edges represent the connections between individual texts and the lists to which they belong: every text 
node is linked to one or more list nodes. The colors indicate the list membership: purple is the Modern Library 
Board’s list, yellow is the Modern Library Reader’s list, green is the Radcliffe List, orange is McCaffery’s experimental 
fiction list and red is the Publishers Weekly list. The color of a node that was found on more than one list was deter-
mined by the highest ranked position of that node on any of the lists of which it was a member. Hence a work such 
as Ulysses that appeared as #1 on the Modern Library Editors list and #11 on the Modern Library Readers’ list would 
be colored purple to reflect its higher ranked position on the Editor’s list.



Figure 3: Close-up of central node cluster: all nodes belong to all of the lists except for the Publishers Weekly list.

Figure 4: Detail of force-directed network showing central position and neighborhood of Steinbeck’sThe Grapes 
of Wrath (in green). 

12
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critical, and to some degree experimental, work and popular (and perhaps approachable) 
enough to be a number one bestseller. Its connectivity demonstrates the ultimate compat-
ibility of our combined corpora and, we think, the power of the method that we’ve employed. 

Yet a closer look at the individual titles in our corpus reveals some troubling, if unsurprising, 
general trends. Both the gender and ethnic breakdown of the lists reflects the gender and 
ethnic imbalances that are endemic to both canonical and popular literature. For instance, of 
the 352 works in our corpus, only 55 (15 percent) are by female authors (Figure 5).

Similarly, while there are sixteen distinct self-reported ethnicities and/or ancestries repre-
sented in our corpus, most of these are variations on white ethnicities, including British, Eu-
ropean American, European Canadian, German, Irish, German, Spanish and Irish. Non-white

Gender
Female: 9

Male: 91

Modern Library Editors List

Gender
Female: 12

Male: 87

McCaffery Experimental Fiction List

Gender
Female: 55

Male: 297

Cumulative 20th-Century Corpus

Gender
Female: 15

Male: 79

Publishers Weekly Bestsellers

Figure 5: Gender proportions of original corpus list, showing the percentage of male and female authors in the 
cumulative set of texts in all five lists, the Modern Library Editor’s list, McCaffery’s Experimental Fiction list and the 
Publishers Weekly Bestseller list.

authors, including those of African, Indian, Asian or Latino descent are only represented by 
17 books in our corpus—a mere 5% (Figure 6).
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Ethnicity
NonWhite: 6

White: 94

  Modern Library Editors List

Ethnicity
NonWhite: 8

White: 91

McCaffery Experimental Fiction List

Ethnicity
NonWhite: 17

White: 335

Cumulative 20th-Century Corpus

Figure 6: Ethnicity proportions of original corpus lists; showing the raw numbers of self-identified white and non-
white authors in the cumulative set of texts in all five lists, the Modern Library Editor’s list, and McCaffery’s Experi-
mental Fiction list. The disparities highlighted here are distributed throughout each of our lists, albeit somewhat 
unequally. The Modern Library Board’s list, the most canonical of our samples, contains only 9 female authors and 
6 authors of non-white descent. More surprising, perhaps, given its self-consciously insurgent quality, is the demo-
graphic homogeneity in McCaffery’s experimental fiction list: he includes only 12 female authors and 8 non-white 
authors. That is, his list is less representative of female authorship than our corpus as a whole (12 vs. 15 percent) and 
its representation of non-white authors is barely larger (8 vs. 5 percent).

4. Reflections of Inequality

Ingesting what was called, above, the low-hanging fruit of evidence of literary esteem, the 
20th-Century Corpus 1.0 was fated to reflect the various social inequalities embedded in its 
components. Whatever progressive critical value it might have would only come as it were 
after the fact, in testifying to, and indeed putting numbers on those inequalities and differ-
ences.

On May 6th, 2013, when some of the processes and results above were presented in a gen-
eral meeting of the Literary Lab, Ramon Saldívar and Paula Moya asked: what about these 
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inequalities, in particular the stark disparities of gender and race in the numbers of authors 
contributing to the corpus? Is it necessary to remain passive in relation to this evidence? 
Would it make sense to add, for instance, a list of the top 100 works of African American 
literature to the corpus?

It seemed an intriguing idea, even if the answer was yes and no. Yes, in the sense that in 
principle any set of data might be interestingly added—or at least compared— to that of the 
Corpus, which after all “remembers” from whence its components are derived. That said, it 
seemed more consistent with the principle of its development to do something somewhat 
different than that, but in a kindred spirit. How about if we asked, for instance, specialists in 
ethnic or feminist literatures for a list not of the best works of ethnic fiction, but of the best 
works of 20th-century fiction as such? This would make their acts of judgment logically con-
sistent with the presumed universalism that had guided the making of the extant lists, which 
are after all (at least in principle) not lists of the best novels by white men, but by anyone. In 
asking different bodies of expertise to judge this question, we could at least assume that 
works by (in this case) writers of color would be less likely to be left out for reasons of igno-
rance of their existence, or prejudicial disregard of their interest. This would also give us a 
logically equivalent basis for comparing any such list to our existing corpus as a whole.

To move from the “found” to the “made” (commissioned) list would obviously entail a large 
step, not least in the organizational labor it would require from us, and in the many individual 
expenditures of time and effort we would be asking of our judges. More abstractly, there 
seemed to be large implications for the status of the Corpus as evidence: it is one thing to 
decide that the machinations of author cults are cultural historical data one can work with, 
quite another to engage in one’s own machinations! And yet, again, given the transparency 
of the enterprise, the potential payoff seemed larger than the risk. In theory, incorporating 
more and more sources of authority into the larger collective judgment of universal literary 
worth, one might achieve a sort of subtraction-by-addition of biases in aesthetic appraisal. 
To the extent that the whole resulting from such a multiplication of sources of judgment con-
tinued to look anything like our found lists, that could be taken as evidence of the objective 
historical inequalities of access to the means of literary production: literacy, schooling, so-
cial capital, free time, etc. This would do nothing for the presumably many mute, inglorious 
Miltons whose masterpieces never had a chance to come into being, but it would at least be 
a step in the right direction.

After some consultation with other members of the Lab, we arrived at an initial set of three 
authoritative bodies who would be asked to contribute new lists of the 100 Best Novels of 
the 20th Century. 

1. The Editorial Board of the journal MELUS (Multi-Ethnic Literature of the United 
States)

2. The Members of the Postcolonial Studies Association

3. The Editorial Board of the Feminist Press
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If this project was successful, the new-to-the-corpus works appearing on the lists generated 
by these bodies could eventually be digitized and added to a later iteration of the Corpus. In 
September of 2013 a query letter was sent to 299 total individuals explaining our aspirations 
for the corpus and for their participation in its making. We asked each one to send us their 
list of 40 works (the estimated number needed from any one person to collectively generate 
a list of 100, given the average overlap among our existing “found” lists). It was not by any 
means necessary that all or even a majority of invitees respond positively to our request, but 
the more the merrier. We also asked invitees to let us know if they did not plan to participate.

As of November 2013 we had received 25 responses from members of the Postcolonial Stud-
ies Association (23 positive and 2 refusals), 4 responses from the MELUS editorial board (2 
positive and 2 negative), and 4 from the editorial board of the Feminist Press (1 positive and 
3 negative). Not a great response rate, but then it was an email out of the blue. Looking at 
the responses, we had the means to generate at least one new list for the corpus, to wit, the 
(unofficial) Postcolonial Studies Association List of 100 Best Novels in English of the 20th 
Century (Table 1). 

Expanded to include the Postcolonial Studies list, the representation of the corpus as a dif-
ferentiated network looks similar to the previous version, although the new list has displaced 
McCaffery’s list as the opposing pole to the Publisher’s Weekly list (Figure 7).

That is, the Postcolonial list has less in common with the popular list than any other list in our 
corpus, suggesting that it, as a list deliberately solicited from literary scholars whose field of 
study necessitates recovery work, stands at an even farther remove from the axis of popular-
ity than those populated by works of more traditionally recognized prestige. Only one work 
is shared between the new Postcolonial Studies list and the Publishers Weekly list and it is, 

Figure 7: Revised force-directed network of texts including data from Postcolonial Studies Association list (in blue).
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again, The Grapes of Wrath, making it the only text shared among all six groups. Clearly, it 
occupies a unique place within the matrix of 20th-century fiction and its placement in our 
corpus may warrant further study.

With two notable exceptions, this new list, compiled as it was by scholars of literature, resem-
bles those from our initial corpus compiled by cultural professionals or pre-professionals, 
particularly the Modern Library Board’s List and the Radcliffe List. 52 out of the 100 titles on 
the Postcolonial Studies Association list are shared with other lists in the corpus, speaking 
to, if anything, and contrary to the fearful fulminations of conservatives in the Canon Wars, 
a broad consensus among professional readers as to the “best” texts. One sees the clear 
presence of a more traditional canon even in this new list (which, recall, was explicitly de-
scribed to the participants as a corrective to the gender and ethnicity imbalance in our origi-
nal lists) suggesting a recognition on the part of these progressive scholars that historical 
inequalities of access to the means of literary production have had effects on the formation 
of the canon over and above the difficulty of recovering other, better works that might take 
the place of consecrated classics. Even given this canonical bias, however, the attention of 
the PSA list seems, to a greater extent than our original lists, concentrated on canonical fe-
male authors (Figure 8).

Where disagreement between the individual participant’s lists becomes visible, it is primar-
ily in their selection of distinctly non-canonical works, partly reflecting the individual inter-
ests of each participant, but also, perhaps, the relative newness and thus volatility of the 
alternative canon(s). 

With this said, the new list clearly reflects a commitment to diversity absent in our previous 
corpus modules. The top two texts on the list, Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958) and 
Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children (1981), are both by authors who only appeared spo-
radically on our previous lists (Achebe appears as #70 on the Radcliffe List).  The gender 
breakdown of the final, compiled list of the Postcolonial Studies Association is 26 Female 
authors to 73 Males. However, it is in the ancestry breakdown that we can see the greatest 
shift: fully one third of the new texts are by non-white authors, a percentage dramatically 
higher than in our original corpus (Figure 9).

On the whole, including the Postcolonial Studies Association in our corpus moved the nee-
dle slightly on our percentage of female authors (from 15% to 17%) and more so on the mea-
sure of ethnic diversity, with 10% now representing non-white heritage as opposed to the 
mere 5% of the earlier cumulative corpus. 



Figure 8: Texts that are shared only by the new Postcolonial Studies Association list and the Radcliffe List, includ-
ing Alice Walker’s The Color Purple (1982), Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca (1938) and Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway 
(1925). Here there is a higher proportion of female authored texts than in either list alone.

Figure 9: Ethnicity and Gender proportions of Postcolonial Studies Association List and new combined corpus list 
with Postcolonial Studies association added. 

Ethnicity
NonWhite: 33

White: 66

Postcolonial Studies Association List

Ethnicity
NonWhite: 42

White: 357

Cumulative Corpus (including PSA List)

Gender
Female: 26

Male: 73

Postcolonial Studies Association List

Gender
Female: 69

Male: 330

Cumulative Corpus (including PSA List)
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5. Conclusion: Ranking and Resistance

An unintended consequence of our mass solicitation for “best of” lists was our receipt of a 
number of eloquent refusals to participate in such an enterprise, and some interesting medi-
tations on the meaning of such lists from those who did. Of the 29 responses we received 
to our request, 7 respondents declined our invitation. Moreover, to the extent that it doesn’t 
simply represent a lack of interest in our project, or a lack of sufficient discretionary time to 
focus on it, the 270 people that we reached out to who chose not to respond at all may serve 
as a signal of a tacit suspicion of our work. 

Our approach to this project does seem to carry with it concerns beyond what is typical 
of a digital humanities study. To the potential pitfalls of sampling, representativeness and 
quantifying in general, we have added the problems of ranking and valuation. While some 
of our respondents openly refused to participate in the ranking process, others told us that 
they had ranked their texts in an arbitrary manner, according to a set of criteria explicitly de-
signed to be non-hierarchical. One respondent eloquently described the act of ranking as 
compromising her professional ethics. As she wrote: “My entire career has been devoted to 
destroying canons of literature rather than generating lists of ‘top novels.’ […] I cannot con-
sent to label some works as ‘best works’ while implicitly leaving others out of that category. I 
certainly cannot consent to rank works in order from 1 through 40.”13 

Such an objection both speaks to the obvious problems inherent in the activity of ranking 
works of fiction and, implicitly, to the practice of quantification itself (of which ranking is a 
member). Objections to the quantitative side of the digital humanities, many of which have 
come from scholars engaged in politically conscious fields such as postcolonial studies or 
gender studies, have focused on the ways in which reducing texts to sets of frequencies 
drains them of their socio-political or cultural work.14 Certainly this has been true for many 
early studies in the digital humanities, and such objections continue to militate against any 
overconfidence in our attempt to build a representative, or at least workable, 20th-century 
corpus. And then to engage so directly, even if critically, with the crassly invidious enterprise 
of ranking would only seem to make the problem worse.

That said, it seems to us that it would be a mistake to dismiss the import of quantification and 
ranking altogether. To begin with, our attention to measurements of relative esteem in the 
making of the corpus arguably only makes explicit something that otherwise happens im-

13 Quoted with permission.

14 Many of the critiques of Digital Humanities along the basis of either gender or ethnicity implicitly, or explicitly, 
address the lack of post-colonial or feminist Digital Humanities studies through the underrepresentation of females 
and minorities among Digital Humanities scholars. See, for example, Tara McPherson’s “Why Are the Digital Hu-
manities So White? Or Thinking the Histories of Race and Computation.” Todd Presner has also addressed the 
problematic relationship between Digital Humanities and Critical Theory in his presentation “Critical Theory and 
the Mangle of Digital Humanities (http://www.toddpresner.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/09/Presner_2012_DH_
FINAL.pdf [Accessed 10/19/2014]). Finally, a key source for this debate has been the online ‘Postcolonialist Digital 
Humanities” blog which ignited a controversy when they posed this same question to their members: http://dh-
poco.org/blog/2013/05/10/open-thread-the-digital-humanities-as-a-historical-refuge-from-raceclassgendersex-
ualitydisability/ [Accessed 10/19/2014].
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plicitly. Without denying that certain literary scholars would happily disown any real interest 
in the aesthetic merit (let alone “greatness”) of the works they study, their implicit claim for 
the interest of these works is not necessarily entirely divorceable from the question of aes-
thetic judgment.15 And for most literary scholars this equivocation isn’t even necessary: they 
take for granted that their analyses amount to a sophisticated form of aesthetic appreciation. 
The selection of one’s objects of study is obviously an immensely complex act, informed 
by myriad overlapping freedoms and necessities, but it retains an invidious character, an 
implicit judgment of relative worth. Our attention to ranking thus gives us potential analytic 
purchase on the realities of status and canonicity informing the work that scholars do. That 
will be even more the powerfully the case if we can add another component to a future itera-
tion of the corpus, one that finds a way of representing canonicity as measured by schol-
arly interest. This list would include the 100 novels most cited by literary scholars in some 
reasonably representative database (the MLA Bibliography?) and across some reasonable 
temporal span.

If our attention to ranking is at least somewhat defensible, the importance of quantification 
in general is, we believe, even more so, even to the extent that it entails an abstraction from 
the particularity and richness of individual texts and individual reading experiences: it is one 
important means by which we can actually document the social and other inequalities our 
corpus embodies. Indeed, although it would immediately present a host of methodological 
difficulties, we can a imagine a more satisfyingly diverse corpus than ours being derived, as 
it were, directly from the numbers: this one would begin with the quantitative demographic 
realities of the English-speaking 20th century and “populate” the corpus on that basis, includ-
ing certain percentages of works by persons of various social descriptions. This would trade 
our analytical interest in collective judgments of aesthetic value for something substantially 
different: the presumed probative value of demographically sorted literary discourse for 
the ends of social knowledge. (But then which works within these groupings would one 
choose, and on what grounds? And how many different demographic categories would be 
deemed sufficient to make the corpus adequately representative? Would they—but how 
could they?—include distinctions of socio-economic class?) Certainly it would be fascinat-
ing to compare such a corpus to the one we have devised here: what systematic differences 
in form and theme might that comparison reveal—or not reveal? What difference does the 
question of aesthetic quality make in our efforts to understand, via literature, the evolving 
truths of the human condition? In the meantime, notwithstanding the alternative logic of its 
construction, a list composed on this basis might also be incorporated as one of the future 
components of the Corpus. The point of our modular approach, after all, is to leave the data-
base open to future interventions of this kind.

As a basis for the study of 20th-century literary history, and still more for the study of 20th-
century social reality, the corpus we have devised will necessarily be limited. Far from a prob-
lem unique to it in the larger enterprise of the digital humanities, this is something any 20th-

15 See, for instance, Sianne Ngai, “Merely Interesting” Critical Inquiry Vol. 34, No. 4 (Summer 2008) pp. 777-817.
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century corpus will share with the 18th- and 19th-century corpora that have preceded it, and 
with which scholars here and elsewhere have nonetheless done so much interesting work. 
So called “samples of convenience,” collected based on what has already been digitized 
(and therefore, given the cost of digitization, storage and delivery of electronic page images, 
deemed valuable enough for preservation) are no doubt equally, if not more biased than the 
lists we have assembled here, despite their greater numbers. It is our hope that by taking a 
conscious and conscientious approach to building a 20th-century canon that we can begin a 
conversation about these pitfalls by openly acknowledging the problems of canonical bias, 
under-representation and the practice of sampling based on availability and convenience. 
Notwithstanding its inherent limitations, the Stanford Corpus of 20th-Century Fiction should 
enable us to see new things, ask new questions, propose new answers, and test what we 
think we already know against a more robustly analyzable version of the whole than we’ve 
ever had before.
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