
Step 5. E
xpand your horizons. If you do this (“this” w

rit large, m
eaning anything you m

ight need
program

m
ing skills for) long enough, som

eday you’ll probably run into som
ething that w

ould be
a w

hole lot easier in a different program
m

ing language. A
nd you’ll have a choice to m

ake. You
can A

) suffer through doing it the hard w
ay (if possible) using the language you already know

; B
)

collaborate w
ith som

eone w
ho know

s the program
m

ing language that can do it better; C
) learn a

little of the other program
m

ing language, scaffolding from
 your know

ledge of the language you
know

 better.

M
e, I’m

 in step 5. It’s been three years since I started learning P
ython for real, and I’d rank m

y
P

ython proficiency as a 3-4 (depending on the day) if I w
ere to take m

y ow
n D

H
 coding survey.

B
ut I’m

 also part of the S
tanford Literary Lab, and our A

ssociate D
ata-S

itter M
ark A

lgee-H
ew

itt
is an R

 person. S
o if I w

ant to build on som
e of the other Lab projects (like w

e did in
D

S
C

 #10:
H

eather Likes P
C

A
), I need to be able to w

ork w
ith

R
, even if I’d never choose to w

rite it from
scratch. A

nd som
etim

es there are R
 packages that are w

orth us trying to understand – like
S

yuzhet in D
S

C
 #11: K

atia and the S
entim

ent S
nobs

– and I need to be able to do that.

I’ve still got a long w
ay to go. B

ut just a couple chapters of an R
 textbook have helped a lot in

dispelling m
y confusion about R

’s syntax – and I w
as grateful to learn from

 the survey that I’m
not the only one w

ho struggles w
ith that. I don’t know

 how
 m

uch m
ore I’m

 going to invest in R
; I

m
ight be like one of those scholars content w

ith a reading know
ledge of G

erm
an or French, w

ith
no particular need or desire to ever w

rite or speak anything in those languages.

A
nd that’s totally okay. D

H
 coding skills aren’t like P

okém
on: you don’t have to catch ‘em

 all. You
don’t even have to catch any of them

, to be honest. A
s for m

e, I’ve chosen P
ython as m

y
P

ikachu. M
aybe som

eday R
 can be Togepi . A

nd m
aybe, like in D

S
C

 #11, they can even w
ork

together som
etim

es. B
ut it’s going to take a lot m

ore w
ork (and m

aybe som
e gritting m

y teeth)
before I get there.

D
SC

 #12: The D
SC

 and the
N

ew
 Program

m
ing

Language
by K

atherine B
ow

ers, Q
uinn D

om
brow

ski, and R
oopika R

isam
N

ovem
ber 2, 2021

https://doi.org/10.25740/w
r764jc8892

W
e need to talk about coding.

E
ver since

D
S

C
 7: The D

S
C

 and M
ean C

opyright Law
,w

e’ve been putting an aw
ful lot of code

in these books.Text com
parison algorithm

s,m
achine-generated

text,principal com
ponent

analysis,sentim
ent analysis.

B
ut w

e’ve never had The Talk about C
oding and D

H
 and honestly, it’s overdue, because w

e
don’t w

ant you guys to get the idea that w
e’re assum

ing thatof course you, dear reader, are
com

fortable w
ith code. (W

hat’s next, providing a properly LaTeX
-form

atted P
D

F dow
nload[1]so

the D
ata-S

itters C
lub m

ight fit in w
ith the com

puter scientist?)

It’s hard to do D
H

 for long w
ithout running into code and program

m
ing languages that you don’t

know
. This is true w

hether you’re new
 to D

H
, or built a w

hole career on it. Turns out it’s even
hard to w

atch the new
 N

etflix “B
aby-S

itters C
lub” series for long w

ithout a casual m
ention that

C
laudia’s sister Janine is learning P

ython. Janine is a genius, but does it take a tech genius to
learn P

ython? M
ost of the D

ata-S
itters C

lub books have been in P
ython, but w

e’ve recently
started branching out into R

.

W
hat’s the difference betw

een a program
m

ing language, a library / package, and a m
odel? If

you’re going to dive into learning to code, w
hat language should you choose? W

hat’s it like to
w

ork w
ith m

ore than one? “The D
S

C
 and the N

ew
 C

oding Language” has got you covered –
w

ith som
e help from

 D
H

 Tw
itter folks w

ho answ
ered our survey about all this.
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prefer R
 (especially the tidyverse) tend to dislike P

ython’s pandas package (w
hich has som

e
features sim

ilar to core R
 and the tidyverse, but not quite the sam

e).

P
eople are dissatisfied w

ith package installation and m
anaging dependencies (like w

hen you
w

ant to install tw
o packages, and they each require a different version of another package).

R
espondents also com

plained about the lack of backw
ards com

patibility betw
een P

ython 3 and
P

ython 2. A
nd P

ython can be a real pain to install on W
indow

s.

R
’s w

eaknesses

S
im

ilarly, the w
eaknesses identified for R

 are the inverse of P
ython’s strength. M

ultiple
respondents com

plained about R
 being slow

 w
ith large data sets. There w

ere also lots of
com

plaints about the syntax, w
hich I found vindicating: “S

yntax is too m
uch black m

agic and
doesn’t port w

ell to learning concepts for other languages im
ho”, “The syntax and program

m
ing

paradigm
 is just unintuitive and too m

uch a m
ix of everything”, “M

essy, confusing syntax;
idiosyncratic approach to data types and structures”, “From

 m
y few

 encounters, it not only feels
syntactically quite different from

 P
ython, Java, and other popular languages, but it feels

gram
m

atically different as w
ell. In other w

ords, I feel like I need to think com
pletely differently

w
hen using it, beyond superficial differences in syntax.”

C
onclusion

D
o you need to learn to code? I dunno, you tell m

e! D
o you actually have a problem

 w
here

there’s no other practical w
ay to solve it? O

r can you get the answ
ers you need w

ith a little bit of
M

icrosoft E
xcel? If you w

ant to level up, m
aybe w

hat you need is a brow
ser plug-in for w

eb
scraping and O

penR
efine for data w

rangling. Just because you could do those things using a
program

m
ing language doesn’t m

ean you have to…
 or even that you should. D

ata-w
rangling

skills are valuable, in and out of academ
ia – but learning to code is not a prerequisite. A

nd
honestly? D

on’t let the drum
 beat of “Y

O
U

 S
H

O
U

LD
 LE

A
R

N
 TO

 C
O

D
E

” get into your head.
B

ecause if you’re a hum
anities scholar, odds are that you don’t actually w

ant to “learn to code”
as such. N

ot really. W
hat you m

ight actually w
ant is to be able to do things you couldn’t

otherw
ise do – and that doesn’t necessarily involve coding. The process of actually learning to

code is stressful, frustrating, and tim
e-consum

ing. It can be w
orth it if you’re getting som

ething
you w

ant out of it (being able to do a concrete thing that you w
eren’t able to do before)…

 but
quite another if you’re doing it out of a sense of pressure, guilt, or insecurity. “Learning to code”
is a straight-up m

iserable path to w
alk dow

n if you’re doing it m
ostly because you feel like you

have to in order to be a “real digital hum
anist”. There are so m

any other things you could put
your tim

e and effort tow
ards, like im

proving your project m
anagem

ent, people m
anagem

ent,
project budgeting, or even paleography skills!

Program
m

ing vs. hum
an languages

B
ut that theory didn’t really w

ork out. For both R
 and P

ython, half the respondents said they
w

ork w
ith E

nglish (som
etim

es along w
ith other languages). B

ut I’m
 pretty sure the distribution

beyond that is pretty random
; I don’t think there’s anything inherently E

stonian-friendly about R
or Italian-friendly about P

ython. I know
 for a fact that there’s a lot of useful P

ython packages for
R

ussian (like
this one for R

ussian poetry analysis)that don’t exist for R
, and yet there’s tw

ice as
m

any respondents w
ho say they w

ork on R
ussian w

ho prefer R
 over P

ython. 🤷
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