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Course Description 

A key strategy for scholars in the humanities is the close reading of cultural objects: 
reading to uncover layers of meaning that lead to deep comprehension. Close reading 
involves carefully reading and reflecting on a cultural object, in which we pay special 
attention to things like characterization, pacing, symbolism and imagery. It can also be 
put to use to uncover and engage critically with power relations that are inherent to each 
cultural object. The practice of close reading is embedded in a long scholarly tradition of 
hermeneutics: the theory and method of interpretation, involving a strong sense of 
reflexivity. 

Close reading and related practices have recently been displaced by distant reading or 
machine reading, referring to reading methods that rely on programmatic modeling. This 
allows one to focus on units that are much smaller or much larger than the singular text 
itself – genres, devices, themes, tropes, and so on. Big data analytics, whose authority 
stems from its assumed access to the totality of a dataset (‘N=all’), are increasingly 
leveraged for the purposes of humanistic scholarship. This has led to questions about the 
value of close reading and its necessarily limited scope.  

These questions about interpretation are characteristic of contemporary, data-driven 
society. There seems hardly any time to reflect on the many posts, articles or videos that 
are spread and seen at a breakneck speed. Virality and controversiality often seem more 
important than their truth value. Internet users, meanwhile, are thought to be trapped in 
‘filter bubbles’ of their own algorithmically determined preferences, eradicating the 
possibility for critical attention and dialogue. 

This course investigates the possibilities and pitfalls of hermeneutics in the context of 
datafied society. Based on a historical overview of hermeneutics, it asks: how can we 
critically assess the algorithmically driven and often controversial claims to knowledge to 
be found online? Using text analytics, we will analyze how knowledge and ideas are 
created and negotiated on social media platforms such as Reddit. In doing so, we will 
build skills in both natural language processing and close reading, in order to push back 
against problems of filter bubbles, post-truths, and alternative facts.  
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Goals 

Ø To introduce you to key debates and theories concerning the hermeneutics of text 
and image;  

Ø To use quantitative and computational methods driven by humanistic research 
questions, where data analysis is coupled to interpretation; 

Ø To offer you to a toolbox for computationally aided hermeneutic research, 
including practical applications, principles and pitfalls;  

Ø To apply these skills to contemporary datasets taken from social media, in order 
to raise critical points about the dissemination of ideas and knowledge, and the 
role of interpretation therein. 
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Learning outcomes 
 

This course	will realize the following learning outcomes: 
 
1. Knowledge and understanding. Students will be able to  

• demonstrate knowledge and understanding of hermeneutic theory and methods; 
• demonstrate knowledge and understanding of the epistemological potentials and 

pitfalls of several popular Digital Humanities approaches to text analysis. 
 

2. Applying knowledge and understanding. Students will be able to  
• apply key insights from the hermeneutic tradition, especially close reading, 

formalism, (post)structuralism, and Gadamerian hermeneutics; 
• apply frequently-used Digital Humanities methods to approach non-positivistic 

research questions;  
• analyze relevant cases by drawing on both hermeneutic and digital methods to 

online discourse. 
 

3. Making judgements. Students will be able to  
• demonstrate an awareness of the normativities and presuppositions in different 

methodological frameworks;  
• assess interrelated and opposing positions in the hermeneutic tradition;  
• articulate results and viewpoints informed by hermeneutic concerns.  

 
4. Communication. Students will be able to  

• critically discuss the affordances of Digital Humanities methods when applied to a 
social media case study; 

• present their analysis and results in an individual essay, containing digital methods 
and attendant to hermeneutic concerns; 

• maintain a weekly blog relating secondary literature to selected case studies; 
• demonstrate academic writing skills.  

 
5. Learning skills. Students will be able to 

• apply Digital Humanities methods with a critical and explorative mindset;  
• analyze distinct cases and developments with the help of hermeneutic methods. 
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Course Setup 
 
 

DEBATES This course introduces you to the tradition and practices of 
hermeneutics. We familiarize ourselves with hermeneutic debates 
from the 19th century to the present, and examine different 
theories on interpretation in cultural analysis. At the beginning of 
each week we perform a collective close reading of the core texts. 
We assess and evaluate several hermeneutic methods and have in-
class debates on how (not) to read, what methods we can use, and 
what constitutes the humanities as opposed to non-academic 
discourse on cultural phenomena. The module will examine 
ongoing debates and assesses their implications for the study of 
culture, both past and present, within its broader societal context 

  

WORKSHOPS The second half of each week focuses on Digital Humanities 
questions, the application of current-day tools for textual analysis, 
and the development of practical skills relating to the design and 
conduct of your research. Those new to coding can use tools with 
graphical user interfaces such as Voyant and AntConc; those who 
followed DIGHUM101 can engage in analyses using Python. Make 
sure to download all software beforehand. Links are provided in the 
weekly schedule below. 

  

HOMEWORK Each week you will write a blog post based on the weekly readings. 
These posts will relate to the theory we will read every week, and 
apply the knowledge of this theory to selected case studies.  
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Evaluation 
 
The weekly assignments of this course consist of writing a weekly blog post. See the 
weekly schedule for the contents of these assignments. 

You will complete the course by writing a digital essay. You will be asked to choose one 
or more of the methods presented in the readings, and to critically reflect on the 
(dis)advantages of that particular hermeneutic approach to your object. Finally, you will 
give a presentation outlining your project at the end of the course sessions. 

Your grade in this course will be based upon three things: 

Ø Weekly blog post (1/4 of total grade) 
Ø Digital essay (2/4 of total grade) 
Ø Presentation (1/4 of total grade) 

 
Weekly blog post 

 
Ø For each week, you need to send in a blog post pertaining to the reading material 

and the status of your digital essay. 
Ø The assignments for the blog posts can be found in the Class Schedule. The 

deadline for submission is every Saturday night (00:00). 
Ø Submit the blog posts to BCourses, the course management system. If the system 

is not yet available, please email me (tom.van_nuenen@kcl.ac.uk). 
Ø If you have delivered all blog posts at the end of the course, you’ll receive 60 points  

as a baseline for this course component. At the end of the course, you can yield 
bonus points to that baseline. Those bonus points will be based on the following 
criteria:  
 

Criterion Grade 

Student responds to the assignment by (a) summarizing points in the text and 
(b) providing clarification. 

+10 

Student responds to the assignment by (a) summarizing points in the text, (b) 
providing clarification, and (c) offering their theoretically informed point of 
view. 

+20 

Student responds to the assignment by (a) summarizing points in the text, (b) 
providing clarification, (c) offering their theoretically informed point of view, 
and (d) builds on course material from previous weeks. 

+30 
to 
+40 
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Digital essay  
 
By the end of the course, you will write a critical essay synthesizing research on your topic, 
presented in digital form. It has to attend to the following hermeneutic concerns: 
 

Ø It combines “close” and “distant” reading approaches; 
Ø It uses data to explore an issue or phenomenon, rather than to prove a hypothesis; 
Ø It is visually rich and uses multimedia to reflect on its points.  

 
Each submission must include your essay (either in Word or as a blog/HTML website), 
plus your Jupyter Notebook. Topics will be chosen with consultation by the 
instructor. They must be related to your own field of study and should be specific – 
bounded, linked to a particular object, event, theme, etc. The essay will be written in 
three phases: 
 

Ø Essay proposal, due 20 July (00:00). One page description of the following: 
o Your research question 
o What data you will use and where you will find it 
o The process by which you will analyze and present the data 
o What tools you will be using 
o How you will move from close to distant reading and back 

Ø Essay draft, due 3 August (00:00). Two page draft, including full introduction and 
roadmap for body and (possible) conclusions. 

Ø Essay, due 16 August (00:00). Submission of the full essay. The best essays will be 
published on digitalhermeneutics.com (provided you give consent). 

 
The essay will be graded based on the following aspects: 
 
Argumentation. The depth, range and power of your logic, arguments and rhetoric.  
Composition. Matters of style, grammar, coherence, referencing, and punctuality. 
Creativity. Originality of the argument; the use of multimedia aspects to render a point. 
DH methodology. Engagement with and sophistication of the chosen DH method. 
Dialogicality. The reflexive attitude towards the interpretative approach and method, and 
the  analytic iteration in terms of the hermeneutic circle. 
 
The scoring rubric is available for review in the class Dropbox. 
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Additional information: 
 

Ø Recommended length: between 2000 and 3000 words. If the total amount of text 
is much shorter than the minimum or much longer than the maximum, this will 
affect your grade negatively. 

Ø Failure to uphold the deadline of either draft (4 August) or final version (18 August) 
will result in a 10% deduction of your essay grade per day you are late. Be on time! 
If you can’t make it, e-mail me beforehand.   

Ø The essay should have an engaging and informative title. Beneath the title, do not 
forget to add your name and student ID.  

Ø The text should be written in fluent English, without spelling or grammar mistakes.  
Ø Avoid plagiarism: the use of someone else’s intellectual work without 

acknowledgment. Use the MLA reference style throughout the essay to identify 
and acknowledge any information obtained from sources outside the classroom. 
Use quotation marks to identify all sources of wording that are not yours. 

Ø Include a list of sources at the end of each page or on a separate page (NB: this 
list is not part of the required number of words). References in the text should be 
to this list. The references should be clear, complete and systematically ordered 
both in the text and at the end. 
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Presentation 
 
The presentations, held on 14 and 15 August, should be about 15 minutes long, plus 5 
minutes for questions. You are free to use slides, but be sure not to include too much 
text on them. The presentation will be graded based on the following criteria: 

 
Ø Presentational skill. This includes eye contact with the audience, an engaging 

tone, the use and abuse of slides; the overall convincingness of your 
presentation.  

Ø Research question. Your explanation of your RQ; this focuses on the why and so 
what? of your research. Indicate what is at stake and why a critical intervention 
into your case study was necessary.  

Ø Reflexivity. A demonstration of reflections on your approach and the topic at 
hand, and how these reflections guide your iterative interpretative analysis. 
Showing how your research question and approach has developed throughout 
your project. 

Ø Analytical insights. Be clear about the value of these insights for scholarly studies 
into the topic at hand.  

 
Fitting all of this into 15 minutes may be a challenge. Practicing your presentation at 
least once is strongly advised. The presentation can be structured in any way you like, 
but I would suggest you start by showing your research question and final product, and 
then explain how you arrived to that point. 
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Class Schedule 
 

Week 1: Introduction 

DEBATES 
We offer an introduction to the hermeneutic tradition from the classics (Schleiermacher, Hirsch, 
Dilthey) to Gadamer. We will talk about the uses of hermeneutic research in a broader Humanities 
perspective and address the question of method. We focus in particular on the distinction that 
Wilhelm Dilthey drew in the 19th century between Erklähren and Verstehen and after a brief overview 
of the history of these approaches, ask how they are configured in contemporary DH methods. 

8 July After a round of introductions, we’ll talk about the starting point of this course and 
the need for a critically informed Digital Humanities. We’ll go through this course 
book and the weekly assignments.  

9 July You will be introduced to the hermeneutic tradition. We will engage with several 
theorists in this tradition and ways in which they structure the act of interpretation. 

 

WORKSHOPS 
In the first two workshops, you will work on a small Jupyter Notebook recapping some programming 
fundamentals. You will have the opportunity to ask about things you might not understand yet. We will 
also look at the dataset we will be working with this year. 

10 July You will work on a Jupyter Notebook with some simple exercises. Those of you 
who haven’t worked with Python yet will be able to choose if you want to catch 
up, or if you would rather work with out-of-the-box tools instead.  

11 July We will have a first ‘close’ look at Reddit, taken from social news and discussion 
platform Reddit. We will discuss first impressions. 

 

BLOG POST – due 13 July 
Have a look at the dataset you want to use. Our data will come from Reddit communities (reddit.com) 
Check out one or multiple 'subreddits' out online, do some background research on the community, 
and write a 300-word post about your initial impressions and ideas. What do you already know about 
this community? What kind of language do its members use? What kinds of ideas are expressed? And 
most importantly: what role does interpretation play in the discussions you're seeing? 
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Week 2: Close and distant reading 

DEBATES 
We will familiarize ourselves with the Humanities tradition and assorted techniques of ‘close reading’ as 
introduced in the 1940s. We then focus on distant reading, engaging with the school of objective 
hermeneutics. 
 
READ 
Barbara Herrnstein Smith, “What Was “Close Reading”? A Century of Method in Literary Studies”. 
Minnesota Review 87 (2016): 57-75 (PDF). 
Stephen Ramsay, Reading Machines: Toward an Algorithmic Criticism. U of Illinois P, 2011. Ch. 1: An 
Algorithmic Criticism. 1-17. (PDF) 
Franco Moretti, "Patterns and Interpretation", 2017. (PDF) 

15 July Introduction of and in-class assignments on close reading. 

16 July Critical discussion of Herrnstein Smith’s text on close reading; discussion of distant 
reading and Moretti and Ramsay’s text. 

 

WORKSHOPS 
We will practice formulating research questions on our Reddit dataset, thinking about how to combine 
close and distant reading. 
 
TOOLS 
Novice: AntConc 
Advanced: Python in Jupyter Notebook (e.g. NLTK, datascience, Pandas, matplotlib) 

17 July After a short introduction on research questions and topic statements, we will do 
a close reading of two literary authors. 

18 July Proceeding from yesterday, we will do a distant reading based on findings from 
our close reading. 

 

Deadline essay proposal (due 20 July). See p.7 
Ø Write your essay proposal. This is a one-page description of the following: 

o Your research question 
o Which dataset you will use 
o The process by which you will analyze and present the data 
o What tools you will be using 
o How you plan to move from close to distant reading and back 
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Week 3: (Post)structuralism: towards a critical DH 

DEBATES 
This week we will examine the structuralist and poststructuralist turns in hermeneutic criticism. The 
lectures will address the linguistic philosophy of Ferdinand de Saussure and its influences on 
structuralism and the deconstructionist approach to language.  
 
READ 
Roland Barthes, “The Death of the Author.” Trans. Richard Howard. Orig. 1967. Web. 
http://www.ubu.com/aspen/aspen5and6/threeEssays.html#barthes 
Michel Foucault, “What is an Author?” (1969). PDF. 
Jerome McGann and Lisa Samuels, “Deformance and Interpretation”. 2006. Web. 
http://www2.iath.virginia.edu/jjm2f/old/deform.html  
Scott Weingart, "The Myth of Text Analysis and Unobtrusive Measurement". 2012. Web. 
http://www.scottbot.net/HIAL/index.html@p=16713.html 

22 July Introduction into the linguistic turn, structuralism, and Roland Bathes’ concept of 
mythmaking. 

23 July Introduction to poststructuralism, and critical discussion of Barthes’ Death of the 
Author and Foucault’s What is an author?  

 

WORKSHOPS 
We will look at the tension between DH and poststructuralism. In the workshop session, we will explore 
our dataset using topic modeling, and ask ourselves what happens to the authorial function in online 
environments such as Reddit. If you are unfamiliar with topic modeling, read the following blog posts: 
[1], [2]. 
 
TOOLS 
Novice: TMT 
Advanced: Topic modeling using SKLearn 

24 July We will discuss the possibility of a critical DH. We explore the tension between 
poststructuralist thought and computational methods such as topic modeling. 
We will do an exercise on (post)structuralist reading. 

25 July We will do a distant reading of a corpus downloaded from Reddit, using topic 
modeling. We will then move to a close reading, focusing on (post)structuralist 
concerns. 

 

BLOG POST (due 27 July) 
Based on either Roland Barthes’ approach discussed in class, or the McGann and Samuels text, write a 
300-word post discussing what role you think “mythology” or “deformation” play in the Reddit 
community you’re looking at for your final ess8ay.  
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Week 4: Platform Hermeneutics 

DEBATES 
We take a short break from our history of hermeneutics to discuss how it might inform current-day 
practices. Last week, we noticed a tension between critical poststructuralist endeavors and the 
formalism of computer science. This week, we will have a look at some papers engaging with 
“traditional” corpus linguistics on Reddit, and discuss what hermeneutic methods could bring to the 
table. For those who are interested, we will look at how to write an effective essay.  
 
READ 
Daniel de Zeeuw & Marc Tuters, “Teh Internet is serious business”, unpublished, 2019. (PDF)  
J.B. Mountford, “Topic Modelling The Red Pill”, Social Sciences (2007). (PDF) 
N. Schrading, C Ovesdotter, R Ptucha, et al. ”An Analysis of Domestic Abuse Discourse on Reddit”, 
2015. (PDF) 
boyd, Danah, "Did media literacy backfire?", 2017. Web. https://points.datasociety.net/did-media-
literacy-backfire-7418c084d88d#.1kfa3sf41 

29 July Discussion of the texts by De Zeeuw & Tuters and boyd. Evaluation of NLP 
implementation in Mountford and Schrading et al. 

30 July We will discuss tips on and best practices of essay writing. 
 

WORKSHOPS 
In recent years, Reddit has been a valuable source of data for researchers interested in language and 
behavior. One way of comparing subreddits can be done through comparing keywords using tf-idf. 
Another recent method involves word embeddings, which are able to extract meaning from text. We 
will work with Python or Tensorflow this week to trace semantic meaning, asking ourselves how to 
interpret the sometimes strange results yielded by this form of modeling. 
 
TOOLS 
Novice: AntConc, Tensorflow Projector: https://projector.tensorflow.org/ 
Advanced: word embeddings in Python. If you’re unfamiliar with word embeddings, read the following 
blog posts: [1] and [2]. 

31 July We will use TF-IDF to try and distinguish language use in different subreddits. 

1 August We will look at word embeddings using Word2Vec, and discuss the assumptions 
underlying the transformation of words to vectors. 

 

Deadline essay draft (due 3 August). See p.7 
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Week 5: Gadamer and the fusion of horizons  

DEBATES 
We will engage with the dialogical hermeneutic theory of Hans-Georg Gadamer. The German 
philosopher wrote about the fusion (Verschmelzung) of interpretative horizons when engaging in 
hermeneutic research.  
 
READ 
“Hans-Georg Gadamer: 3: Philosophical Hermeneutics.” Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Web. 
https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/gadamer/  
Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2004 [orig. 1960]. Selection (PDF). 
Jos de Mul, ‘Horizons of Hermeneutics: Intercultural Hermeneutics in a Globalizing World’, 6 (2011), 
628–55 (PDF). 
Eli Pariser, “Beware online filter bubbles”. TED, 2011. Web. 
https://www.ted.com/talks/eli_pariser_beware_online_filter_bubbles  
 

5 August Introduction to the hermeneutical philosophy of Hans-Georg Gadamer, via 
Husserl and Heidegger. 

6 August Close reading of Jos de Mul's text on the horizon of interpretation in intercultural 
settings. 

 

WORKSHOPS 
Looking at Reddit, we will focus on topics or language we are unfamiliar with, and see if and how a 
distant reading might aid in understanding such unfamiliar kinds of discourses. In the final workshop, 
we will work on the digital essay. 
 
TOOLS 
Any and all tools used before. 

7 August We will look at how to evaluate topic models.  

8 August Working on digital essay. You will have the opportunity to ask questions and get 
help with your essay. 

 

BLOG POST (due 10 August) 
Write a reflection on your findings in part II of this week. Which dataset did you look at, and what were 
your findings? How can distant reading help in engaging with unfamiliar horizons of experience? 
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Week 6: Beyond interpretation? 

PART I 
In this session we will go into the limits of hermeneutics, and consider several alternatives (e.g. surface 
reading, thin description, an ‘erotics of reading’). Can a focus on interpretation diminish the experience 
(pleasure, beauty, excitement) of the object? Do we, as Humanities scholars and students, run the risk 
of over-intellectualizing culture?  
 
READ 
Stephen Best and Sharon Marcus, “Surface Reading: An Introduction”, Representations 108 (2009): 1–
21. (PDF). 
Susan Sontag, “Against Interpretation". Against Interpretation and Other Essays. New York: Farrar, 
Straus and Giroux, 2001. 3-14 (PDF). 
Sheldon Pollock, "Philology in three dimensions", Postmedieval: a journal of medieval cultural studies 
5.4 (2014), 398–413 (PDF). 
Sedgwick, Eve Kosofsky. "Paranoid reading and reparative reading, or, You're so paranoid, you 
probably think this introduction is about you." (1997). 

12 August Discussion of Sontag and Sedgewick. 

13 August Discussion of Best and Marcus, Pollock, and the tradition of post-hermeneutic 
criticism. 

 

PART II 
You will present your digital essay (see page 6). 

14 August Student presentations part I 

15 August Student presentations part II 
 

Deadline digital essay (due 16 August). See p.7 
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Supplementary material 

These optional materials can be found in the Dropbox. Their names start with “SUPP”. 
 
Hermeneutics 
www.digitalhermeneutics.com/glossary-of-terms 
Zimmermann J (2015) Hermeneutics : A Very Short Introduction. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
 
Reddit 
Squirrell T (2019) Platform dialectics: The relationships between volunteer moderators and end users 
on reddit. New Media and Society: 1–18. DOI: 10.1177/1461444819834317. 
 
Discourse communities 
Swales J (2011) The Concept of Discourse Community. Writing About Writing: 466-473? DOI: 
10.4000/asp.4774. 
 
Topic modeling 
Newman D, Lau JH, Grieser K, et al. (2010) Automatic Evaluation of Topic Coherence. Computational 
Linguistics (June): 100–108. 
 
Word Embeddings 
Zou J and Jurafsky D (2017) Word Embeddings Quantify 100 Years of Gender and Ethnic Stereotypes.: 
1–33. 
 

 

 


