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We argue word embedding models are a useful tool for the study of culture using a historical
analysis of shared understandings of social class as an empirical case. Word embeddings
represent semantic relations between words as relationships between vectors in a high-
dimensional space, specifying a relational model of meaning consistent with contemporary
theories of culture. Dimensions induced by word differences (rich — poor) in these spaces
correspond to dimensions of cultural meaning, and the projection of words onto these
dimensions reflects widely shared associations, which we validate with surveys. Analyzing
text from millions of books published over 100 years, we show that the markers of class
continuously shifted amidst the economic transformations of the twentieth century, yet
the basic cultural dimensions of class remained remarkably stable. The notable exception
is education, which became tightly linked to affluence independent of its association with
cultivated taste.

Keywords

word embeddings, word2vec, culture, computational sociology, methodology, text analysis,
content analysis
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