
Sarah A. Bell 
April 4, 2012 

Course Proposal:  
Explorations in Digital Humanities (WRTG 3xxx or 4xxx) 

Introduction 
The umbrella term “digital humanities” has become nomenclature for defining the changes wrought by 
“new media” to scholarship and teaching in the humanities disciplines. To some this means “making 
things digital” and to some it means the application of computation to humanities research problems. 
To others it means using the affordances of digital technologies in the creative process and to others 
still, it means studying the use of these technologies. As a working definition, the digital humanities seek 
to engage with traditions of humanistic study while also exploring the potential for using digital 
technologies to extend modes of humanistic inquiry. From this merger, new questions and new methods 
emerge. For example, researchers at UCSD are asking, what new interpretations are possible when bits 
of cultural data can be infinitely rearranged into representations unimaginable in analogue form? 
Researchers at Google are interested in what new arguments might be proposed when we can instantly 
ask questions at the unprecedented scale of millions of books?  
 
Today’s humanities graduates should be prepared to think critically and work effectively in this digital 
world. This does not mean turning them into statisticians or computer programmers, but it does mean 
providing them with a conceptual foundation in what it means for their objects of study to be “digital.” 
This course in digital humanities provides both a survey of theories and methods of the application of 
computation to the humanities and an opportunity to investigate the promises and perils of doing so. 
Whether headed for industry, graduate work in a humanities discipline, or a lifetime of engagement 
with the creative works produced by humankind, this course introduces students to the new ways of 
reading, visualizing, and questioning that they will need to understand in order to be critical 
practitioners, teachers or scholars. As Dean Robert Newman states, “Our college strives to offer the 
most innovative curricula, infused by faculty research.” This course provides students with a view into 
the cutting edge of humanities scholarship and gives them the opportunity to position themselves in 
those conversations.   
 
This course is relevant to students in all humanities disciplines, therefore I believe it is effectively placed 
within the University Writing Program curriculum which is already cross-disciplinary. Students from 
across the College of Humanities will be exposed to a survey of the digital humanities, but be able to 
adapt assignments to their own disciplinary interests. 

Course Description 
This course provides an introduction to the concepts, tools, and techniques of the digital humanities, as 
well as a broader engagement with the impact of computing and technology on society. By looking at 
the concepts, methods, and theories of digital humanities through the perspective of practice, we will 
consider how computational methods are being used to further humanities research. The course 
involves both exploration and interpretation of digital humanities projects and the application of some 
current digital humanities tools. Through a mix of reading, writing, discussion, hands-on tutorials, and 
project-based work, this course will provide students with theoretical and practical foundations for 
studying human culture in a digital age. 
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Course Goals 
1. Provide students with an overview of digital humanities -- its history, prevalent standards and 

applications, controversies, and emerging trends.  
2. Assist students to develop technical skills and competencies for understanding 

and creating basic digital humanities resources, and to think critically about these standards, 
applications, and tools. 

3. Introduce students to methods of analyzing humanities research problems in terms of 
appropriate computing solutions, with an awareness of the potential limitations and benefits 
thereof. 

4. Introduce students to the social, ethical, legal, and philosophical implications of computing and 
technology, especially as applied to research in the humanities. 

Pre-requisites and Policies 
There are no course prerequisites, but students should have upper-division standing in a department 
within the College of Humanities. Intensive reading and writing are required. 
 
Basic computer literacy is assumed but no specific software or programming competencies are 
necessary to participate in the course. Students will be provided with facilities for using the necessary 
software (most available as web-based or free download). If students own laptops, they may find it 
helpful to bring them to class, however this is not required. The class will meet frequently in a computer 
classroom.  
 
General University course policies apply as well as University policies on computer use. 

Texts 
The following six texts are required for the course, with additional readings provided in the attached 
bibliography. 
 
The Two Cultures  
C. P. Snow  (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998 [first published 1959]) 
 
A Companion to Digital Humanities  
Susan Schreibman, Ray Siemens, and John Unsworth, eds. (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2004)  
Available online: http://www.digitalhumanities.org/companion/ (listed in schedule as Companion) 
 
Digital History: A Guide to Gathering, Preserving, and Presenting the Past on the Web  
Daniel J. Cohen and Roy Rosenzweig, eds.  (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006)  
Available online: http://chnm.gmu.edu/digitalhistory/ (listed in schedule as Cohen) 
 
Graphs, Maps, Trees: Abstract Models for Literary History  
Franco Moretti  (London: Verso, 2005) 
 
The Spatial Humanities: GIS and the Future of Humanities Scholarship 
David J. Bodenhamer, John Corrigan, and Trevor M. Harris, eds.  (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 
2010) 
 
Debates in the Digital Humanities  
Matthew K. Gold, ed. (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2012) (listed in schedule as Debates) 
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Assignments 
Further details about the following assignments will be provided, including assignment sheets and 
evaluation rubrics. University standard grading scale applies. 
 

• Discussion posts (10%) 
Engagement with course readings will take place both in class and online. Thoughtful posts are 
required in response to specific questions posed throughout the course.  
 

• Position paper (15%) 
As we think about what it means to be a “digital humanist,” you will have the opportunity to 
explore your personal goals and interests as they relate to the digital humanities by writing a 
1200-1500 word position statement. You will draft this statement at the beginning of the course 
and then revise it at the end after engaging with the digital humanities throughout the 
semester. 
 

• Case study review (10%) 
You will review, in detail, an existing digital humanities project (I will provide a list of projects, or 
you can identify one you are interested in and have me approve it for study). You will compose a 
1500 word evaluation of this project, analyzing both its virtues and its shortcomings. 
 

• Lab reports (30%) 
You will have the opportunity to learn to use several tools for text analysis and visualization 
during course labs. Lab reports will capture your experiences and help you reflect on the 
benefits and shortcomings of the tools and methods. Detailed instructions will be provided in 
class. 
 

• Omeka project (15%) 
In teams of three, you will create a thematic online digital collection using the open source 
Omeka content management software. Your collection must contain at least 10 items with 
appropriate metadata and descriptive context. You will write up a reflection about your project 
and present your collection to the class at the end of the semester.  
 

• Grant proposal (20%) 
The cumulative project is a mock grant proposal in which you propose, justify, and offer 
preliminary goals, methodology, and outcomes for a digital humanities project. You will be given 
an RFP to respond to with an imaginary budget of $50,000. 

  



Sarah A. Bell 
April 4, 2012 

Schedule 
The course consists of five units: 

1. Defining digital humanities – histories, practices, controversies 
2. (Digital) Reading – text processing, encoding and mining  
3. (Digital) Visualizing – collections, interfaces, and the spatial turn 
4. (Digital) Building – social applications, fabrication and other emerging trends 
5. Answering questions (digitally) – project planning, grant writing, implementation issues 

 
Each unit will introduce theory and methods, requiring students to struggle with assumptions and 
implications of practice. Readings (approx. 100 pgs/wk), reflective writing, discussions, case studies, and 
labs will be a part of every unit.  
 

Week Topic Readings Assignments/Activities 

Unit 1: Defining digital humanities – histories, practices, controversies 

1 Defining “digital humanities” 
Snow; Companion, “History of 
humanities computing”; 
Debates: Kirchenbaum, Spiro 

Discussion 1 

2 Manifestos and warnings 

Cohen, “Introduction”; 
Companion, “Revolution”;  
Borgman; Davidson; Flanders; 
Debates: Greetham, Lui  

Discussion 2 

3 Digitization, data,  and 
databases 

Cohen, “Becoming Digital”; 
Companion, chs 13-15; Lu; 
Wing 

Visit to library digitization 
lab 

Unit 2: (Digital) Reading – text processing, encoding and mining 

4 What can you do with a digital 
text? 

Companion, chs 16-23/32-33; 
Sculley; Debates: Wilkens, 
Witmore, Gold 

Unit 1 position paper and 
case study review due 

5 Far reading and text mining Moretti; Michel; Fish Discussion 3 

6 Labs: TEI, Voyeur Rockwell; Sinclair; 
documentation  

Unit 3: (Digital) Visualizing – collections, interfaces, and the spatial turn 

7 What is data visualization? 

Companion, chs 34/36; Fry; 
selections from Spatial 
Humanities 
Watch Journalism in the Age 
of Data videos:  
http://datajournalism. 
stanford.edu/ 

Discussion 4 
 
 

8 Visualization as a scholarly 
practice 

Chang; Drucker; White; 
Unsworth; Jessop Unit 2 lab report due 

9 Labs: Many Eyes, Google 
Earth documentation  
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10 Spring/Fall break 

Unit 4: (Digital) Building – social applications, fabrication, and emerging trends 

11 Web 2.0/3.0 

Debates: Davidson, 
Manovich; New Media 
Consortium Horizon Reports: 
http://www.nmc.org/horizon-
project/horizon-reports 

Unit 3 lab report due 

12 Makers and builders Ramsey; Sample; Turkel; 
coding debate blog posts 

Visit to fabrication lab 
(college of engineering) 

13 Labs: Omeka Meloni; documentation  

Unit 5: Answering questions (digitally) – project planning, grant writing, implementation issues 

14 Project planning and funding 
Companion, chs 31/37; 
Debates:  Davidson; sample 
grant applications 

Discussion 5 

15 Intellectual property issues Cohen, “Owning”; Lessig 
(video); Debates: McPherson  

16 Omeka project presentations  Omeka project due 

Grant proposals and revised position papers will be due on final exam date (there is no exam) 

Additional Readings 
 
Borgman, C.  L. (2009). The digital future is now: A call to action for the humanities. digital humanities  
 quarterly,  3(4). http://www.digitalhumanities.org/dhq/vol/3/4/000077/000077.html 
 
Chang, D., Yuankai, G., Shiwei, S., Coleman, N., Christensen, J., &  Heer, J. (2009). Visualizing the republic  
 of letters. Stanford University Digital History Lab reports.  
 http://republicofletters.stanford.edu/papers/Vis_RofL_2009 
 
Davidson, C., & Goldberg, D. (2004, February 13). A manifesto for the humanities in a technological age.  
 Chronicle of Higher Education.  http://chronicle.com/article/A-Manifesto-for-the- 
 Humanities/17844 
 
Drucker, J. (2011). Humanities approaches to graphical display. digital humanities quarterly, 5(1).  
 http://digitalhumanities.org/dhq/vol/5/1/000091/000091.html 
 
Fish, S. (2012, January 23). Mind your P’s and B’s: The digital humanities and interpretation. New York  
 Times Opinionator. http://opinionator.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/01/23/mind-your-ps-and-bs- 
 the-digital-humanities-and-interpretation/ 
 
Flanders, J. (2009) The productive unease of 21st-century digital scholarship. digital humanities  
 quarterly, 3(3). http://digitalhumanities.org/dhq/vol/3/3/000055/000055.html 
 
Fry, B. (2008). Visualizing Data. Sebastopol, CA: O’Reilly Media, Inc. 
 

http://www.digitalhumanities.org/dhq/vol/3/4/000077/000077.html
http://republicofletters.stanford.edu/papers/Vis_RofL_2009
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Jessop, M. (2008). Digital visualization as a scholarly activity. Literary and Linguistic Computing, 23 (3),  
 281-93. 
 
Lessig, L. (2009). It is about time: Getting our values around copyright right. Keynote, EDUCAUSE.  
 http://blip.tv/lessig/it-is-about-time-getting-our-values-around-copyright-2847688  
 
Lu, J., & Fletcher, G. (2009). Thinking about computational thinking. Paper presented at SIGCSE’09,  
 March 3–7, 2009. http://www.win.tue.nl/~gfletche/papers-final/LuFletcherSIGCSE09.pdf 
 
Meloni, J. (2010, August 9). A Brief Introduction to Omeka. The Chronicle of Higher Education.  
 http://chronicle.com/blogs/profhacker/a-brief-introduction-to-omeka/26079 
 
Michel, J-B  et al., (2010, December 16). Quantitative analysis of culture using millions of digitized books.  
 Science.  
 
Ramsay, S. (2011, January 11) On building. Stephen Ramsay, http://lenz.unl.edu/papers/2011/01/11/on- 
 building.html 
 
Rockwell, G. (2003). What is text analysis, really? Literary and Linguistic Computing,  18(2), 209-19. 
 
Sample, M. (2011, May 25). The digital humanities is not about building, it’s about sharing.  
 SampleReality.com http://www.samplereality.com/2011/05/25/the-digital-humanities-is-not- 
 about-building-its-about-sharing/ 
 
Sculley, D., & Pasanek, B. (2008). Meaning and mining: The impact of implicit assumptions in data mining  
 for the humanities. Literary and Linguistic Computing, 23(4), 409-424. 
 
Sinclair, S. (2003). Computer-assisted reading: Reconceiving text analysis. Literary and Linguistic  
 Computing, 18(2), 167-74.  
 
Turkel, W. J., & Elliott, D. (2010). Making and playing with models: Using rapid prototyping to explore  
 the history and technology of stage magic.” Draft chapter for Kee, ed. Past Play [tentative title],  
 to be published by UBC Press.  
 
Unsworth, J. (2011). Computational work with very large text collections: Interoperability, sustainability,  
 and the TEI. Journal of the Text Encoding Initiative, 1. http://jtei.revues.org/215 
 
White, R. (2010). What is Spatial History? The Spatial History Project. Stanford University Spatial History  
 Lab. http://www.stanford.edu/group/spatialhistory/cgi-bin/site/pub.php?id=29 
 
Wing, J.M. (2008). Computational thinking and thinking about computing. Philosophical Transactions of  
 the Royal Society, 366, 3717-3725. http://www.cs.cmu.edu/%7Ewing/publications/Wing08a.pdf 

http://www.sciencemag.org/content/early/2010/12/15/science.1199644
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