
Data and Literature: 
Introduction to Literary Text as Data 

LLCU 255 – Fall 2020 
T/Th 2:35 - 3:55 

Professor Andrew Piper 
Office: Rm 484, 688 Sherbrooke 
Phone: 514-398-4400 x094504 
Email: andrew.piper@mcgill.ca 
Office Hours: T 10 - 11 am, Th 4 - 5 pm 
[Covid office hours are remote and by sign-up via email.] 

Course Description 
This course will serve as an introduction into how to use new computational techniques to study 
literature and culture at a vastly greater scale. How might the ability to analyze several hundred to 
hundreds of thousands of texts give us new insights into the history of literature and culture? 
How can we begin to structure research questions and experiments to gain new insights into the 
nature of literary behavior, from questions of cultural capital to racial and gender bias to the 
narratives of fanfiction to questions of space and place?  This course will introduce you to the 
basic concepts and practices of treating text as data (machine learning, vector space models, 
distributional semantics, sentiment analysis, topic modeling, etc.) and the ways in which they are 
being applied to the study of literature today. The course is designed for people interested in both 
data and literature, with no prior knowledge in either domain required. 

COVID description of course content: This course will be delivered exclusively remotely. Every 
week will consist of both asynchronous aspects (i.e. can be done anytime) and synchronous (i.e. 
live). There will be 3 asynchronous components: content (weekly video content akin to a lecture); 
readings (same as the old days, do the reading); and assignments. Assignments will be both team-
based and individual, with teams assigned randomly. The synchronous component will consist of 
a weekly workshop held during the Thursday class period where we do Q&A on lectures and 
assignments. All workshops will be recorded and posted to myCourses. 

Reading List 

All readings are available through myCourses or through links in the syllabus. 

Weekly Assignments 
Wk. 1 09.03  Course Intro. Data science and literature [Live] 

Wk. 2  09.08  Text as Data. Some examples. 

Content:  "Literary Modeling. The Basics."  
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Assignment:  Agatha Christie Close Reading Exercise (Individual 1) 
 Reading:  Piper, The Fish and the Painting. "Preface." 
   Lancashire, “Vocabulary Change in Agatha Christie.” 

Matt Daniels, “The Largest Vocabulary in Hip Hop.” Poster. 
http://poly-graph.co/vocabulary.html 
Svaikovsky et al., "Racial Lines: Race, Ethnicity, and Dialogue in 780 
Hollywood Films, 1970-2014 

Learning the Basics 

Wk. 3 09.15  Getting to Know R and the TM Library 

Content:  R tutorial on udemy / "Introduction to the TM library in R" 
Assignment:  Ingesting data and metadata (Individual 2) 
Reading:  Piper, The Fish and the Painting. "Working with Metadata." 
   

Wk. 4 09.22  What is a feature space? 

 Content:  "Understanding the concept of features and feature space" 
Assignment:  Manipulating features using the TM library (Individual 3) 
Reading: Jurafsky, "Vector Semantics." 
  Piper, The Fish and the Painting, "Zipf's Law and Stopwords." 

Piper, The Fish and the Painting. "Data Preparation." 

Wk. 5 09.29  Introduction to Natural Language Processing (More Features!) 

Content:  "How to use and understand bookNLP tables." 
Assignment:  Imagine a new feature (hypothetically) (Team Assignment 1) 
Reading:  Novel of your choice (excerpts) 

Wk. 6 10.06  Introduction to Topic Modeling (Fewer Features!)  

Content:  "What is topic modeling and what can we do with it?" 
Assignment:  Validate a topic model (Team Assignment 2) 
Reading:  Piper, The Fish and the Painting. "Topic Modeling." 

Wk. 7 10.13  Making inferences about literary behaviour 

Content:  "Introduction to working with variables and hypothesis testing (Stats 
  101)." 
Assignment:  Run your own hypothesis test! (Individual 4) 
Reading:  Piper, The Fish and the Painting. "Model Thinking." 

Wk. 8 10.20  Machine Learning 
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Content:  "Introduction to classification and uncertainty." 
Assignment:  Annotate Training Data (Team Assignment 3) 
Reading:  Underwood, “The Life Cycles of Genres.” 

Piper, "Fictionality." Enumerations, pp. 94-117 

Case Studies and Research Topics 

Wk. 9 10.27  Prestige and Cultural Capital 

Content:  "Introduction to Pierre Bourdieu and the theory of social distinction." 
Assignment:  Develop a hypothesis on bestsellers & prizewinners (Team Assignment 4) 
Reading:  Piper/Portelance, “How Cultural Capital Works.” 
  English, "Now Not-Now." 

Wk.10 11.03  Racial and Gender Bias 

Content:  "Thinking about cultural bias." 
Assignment:  Why should we (not) debias culture? (Individual 5) 
Reading:  So, "Race and Distant Reading" 
  Kraicer, "Social Characters." 

Svaikovsky et al., "Racial Lines." 

Wk.11 11.10  Narrative and Plot Arcs 

Content:  "Introduction to computational narratology." "What is sentiment analysis?" 
Assignment:  Validate a sentiment arc on a short story (Team Assignment 5) 
Reading:  Jockers, "Sentiment and Plot Arcs with the Syuzhet Package." 
  Pianzola, et al, "Wattpad as a resource for literary studies." 
    

Wk.12 11.17  Space and Place 

Content:  "What are the spaces of literature? 
Assignment:  Analyze a novel's establishing shot (Individual 6) 
Reading:  Wilkens, “The Geographic Imagination of Civil War Era American 
  Fiction.” 
  Erlin/Piper, "Cultural Capitals: Modeling Minor European Literature." 

Wk.13 11.24  Final Team Projects       

Wk.14 12.01  Closing Thoughts - Data and (Y)our Future 

Academic Integrity 
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http://culturalanalytics.org/2016/05/the-life-cycles-of-genres/
http://post45.research.yale.edu/2016/05/how-cultural-capital-works-prizewinning-novels-bestsellers-and-the-time-of-reading/
https://txtlab.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/SocialCharacters_2019.pdf
https://txtlab.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/01/Racial_Lines_2018.pdf
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McGill University values academic integrity. Therefore all students must understand the meaning 
and consequences of cheating, plagiarism and other academic offences under the Code of Student 
Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures (see http://www.mcgill.ca/integrity/ for more information). 

Course Content 
In accord with McGill University’s Charter of Students’ Rights, students in this course have the 
right to submit in English or in French any written work that is to be graded. 

Class Participation     10% 
Individual Assignments    45% 
Team Assignments     45% 
The overall aim of this course is to introduce you to the key concepts and tools of analyzing text 
as data, with a particular focus on literary documents. Accordingly, the course content is weighted 
towards weekly assignments that emphasize the hands-on learning of analytical software as well 
as more meta-reflections on the relationship between measurement and literary language. Course 
Content will thus consist of the following components: 

Lectures. Lectures will be pre-recorded and posted the week before they are assigned. They are 
designed to introduce you to key concepts as well as the practical hands-on nature of using the R 
software environment. The lectures will serve as the basis of your assignments. 

Workshops. Thursday class time will be reserved for Q&A regarding the assignments or lectures. 
This is where we can trouble-shoot any difficulties you are having or discuss methods in greater 
depth. All workshops will be recorded and posted to myCourses.  

Assignments. Assignments are designed to a) introduce you to the R software environment for 
text analysis; b) help you understand the subjective and constructive dimensions of data-driven 
text analysis; and c) have you experience the creativity and freedom when it comes to developing 
good research questions. Assignments will take the form of both individual and team-based 
exercises. You are welcome to consult your teammates for help on individual assignments.  

Individual. Individual assignments will consist of exercises designed to get you more comfortable 
using R for text analysis. Individual assignments are due every Thursday before class. 

Team. Team-based assigments consist of more significant work related to understanding some 
facet of the data-modeling process. These assignments may involve validating a topic model, 
where you read numerous passages to assess the goodness of fit between the model and the 
passage's classification, or creating training data for a machine-learning model, where you 
identify a stylistic feature that you hand annotate as a group, etc. Teams will be randomly 
assigned. Team assignments are due on Thursday 1 week after they are assigned. 

Class Participation. Class participation consists of in-person participation during workshops. 
This will be the time when we discuss issues surrounding data modeling in greater depth and 
review assignments. Workshops are meant to facilitate your work and also deepen our critical 
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engagement with the tools of data science. Students can apply for a waiver from this grade if their 
remote conditions do not allow for live participation. 

Here is what a sample week looks like: 

Thursday: Instructor posts pre-recorded lectures for following week. 

Thursday-Thursday: All students watch lectures, engage with the reading and complete 
assignments. All assignments are due Thursdays before class and are to be posted to myCourses. 

Thursday: Workshop held during the usual class time 2:35 pm EST - 3:55 pm EST. This is an 
opportunity to review the assignment and/or lectures and readings. All workshops will be 
recorded and posted to myCourses. A new weekly cycle of lectures/readings/assignments begins. 

Students who receive a grade of D,F, or J will not be allowed to do supplemental work. 
According to Senate regulations, instructors are not permitted to make special arrangements for 
final exams. Please consult the Calendar, section 4.7.2.1, General University Information and 
Regulations at www.mcgill.ca. In the event of extraordinary circumstances beyond the 
University’s control, the content and/or evaluation scheme in this course is subject to change. © 
Instructor generated course materials (e.g., handouts, notes, summaries, exam questions, etc.) are 
protected by law and may not be copied or distributed in any form or in any medium without 
explicit permission of the instructor.  Note that infringements of copyright can be subject to 
follow up by the University under the Code of Student Conduct and Disciplinary Procedures.
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