Step 5. Expand your horizons. If you do this (“this” writ large, meaning anything you might need
programming skills for) long enough, someday you’ll probably run into something that would be
a whole lot easier in a different programming language. And you’ll have a choice to make. You
can A) suffer through doing it the hard way (if possible) using the language you already know; B)
collaborate with someone who knows the programming language that can do it better; C) learn a
little of the other programming language, scaffolding from your knowledge of the language you
know better.

Me, I'm in step 5. It's been three years since | started learning Python for real, and I'd rank my
Python proficiency as a 3-4 (depending on the day) if | were to take my own DH coding survey.
But I'm also part of the Stanford Literary Lab, and our Associate Data-Sitter Mark Algee-Hewitt
is an R person. So if | want to build on some of the other Lab projects (like we did in DSC #10:
Heather Likes PCA), | need to be able to work with R, even if I'd never choose to write it from
scratch. And sometimes there are R packages that are worth us trying to understand — like
Syuzhet in DSC #11: Katia and the Sentiment Snobs — and | need to be able to do that.

I've still got a long way to go. But just a couple chapters of an R textbook have helped a lot in
dispelling my confusion about R’s syntax — and | was grateful to learn from the survey that I'm
not the only one who struggles with that. | don’t know how much more I’'m going to invest in R; |
might be like one of those scholars content with a reading knowledge of German or French, with
no particular need or desire to ever write or speak anything in those languages.

And that’s totally okay. DH coding skills aren’t like Pokémon: you don’t have to catch ‘em all. You
don’t even have to catch any of them, to be honest. As for me, I've chosen Python as my
Pikachu. Maybe someday R can be Togepi . And maybe, like in DSC #11, they can even work
together sometimes. But it's going to take a lot more work (and maybe some gritting my teeth)
before | get there.

R e A OB AR e e 2 et

DSC #12: The DSC and the
New Programming
Language

by Katherine Bowers, Quinn Dombrowski, and Roopika Risam
November 2, 2021 https://doi.org/10.25740/wr764ic8892

We need to talk about coding.

Ever since DSC 7: The DSC and Mean Copyright Law, we’ve been putting an awful lot of code
in these books. Text comparison algorithms, machine-generated text, principal component
analysis, sentiment analysis.

But we’ve never had The Talk about Coding and DH and honestly, it's overdue, because we
don’t want you guys to get the idea that we're assuming that of course you, dear reader, are
comfortable with code. (What's next, providing a properly LaTeX-formatted PDF download[1] so
the Data-Sitters Club might fit in with the computer scientist?)

It's hard to do DH for long without running into code and programming languages that you don’t
know. This is true whether you're new to DH, or built a whole career on it. Turns out it’'s even
hard to watch the new Netflix “Baby-Sitters Club” series for long without a casual mention that
Claudia’s sister Janine is learning Python. Janine is a genius, but does it take a tech genius to
learn Python? Most of the Data-Sitters Club books have been in Python, but we’ve recently
started branching out into R.

What'’s the difference between a programming language, a library / package, and a model? If
you’re going to dive into learning to code, what language should you choose? What'’s it like to
work with more than one? “The DSC and the New Coding Language” has got you covered —
with some help from DH Twitter folks who answered our survey about all this.
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prefer R (especially the tidyverse) tend to dislike Python’s pandas package (which has some
features similar to core R and the tidyverse, but not quite the same).

People are dissatisfied with package installation and managing dependencies (like when you
want to install two packages, and they each require a different version of another package).
Respondents also complained about the lack of backwards compatibility between Python 3 and
Python 2. And Python can be a real pain to install on Windows.

R’s weaknesses

Similarly, the weaknesses identified for R are the inverse of Python’s strength. Multiple
respondents complained about R being slow with large data sets. There were also lots of
complaints about the syntax, which | found vindicating: “Syntax is too much black magic and
doesn’t port well to learning concepts for other languages imho”, “The syntax and programming
paradigm is just unintuitive and too much a mix of everything”, “Messy, confusing syntax;
idiosyncratic approach to data types and structures”, “From my few encounters, it not only feels
syntactically quite different from Python, Java, and other popular languages, but it feels
grammatically different as well. In other words, | feel like | need to think completely differently
when using it, beyond superficial differences in syntax.”

Conclusion

Do you need to learn to code? | dunno, you tell me! Do you actually have a problem where
there’s no other practical way to solve it? Or can you get the answers you need with a little bit of
Microsoft Excel? If you want to level up, maybe what you need is a browser plug-in for web
scraping and OpenRefine for data wrangling. Just because you could do those things using a
programming language doesn’t mean you have to... or even that you should. Data-wrangling
skills are valuable, in and out of academia — but learning to code is not a prerequisite. And
honestly? Don’t let the drum beat of “YOU SHOULD LEARN TO CODE” get into your head.
Because if you're a humanities scholar, odds are that you don’t actually want to “learn to code”
as such. Not really. What you might actually want is to be able to do things you couldn’t
otherwise do — and that doesn’t necessarily involve coding. The process of actually learning to
code is stressful, frustrating, and time-consuming. It can be worth it if you’re getting something
you want out of it (being able to do a concrete thing that you weren’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 miserable path to walk down if you’re doing it mostly because you feel like you
have to in order to be a “real digital humanist”. There are so many other things you could put
your time and effort towards, like improving your project management, people management,
project budgeting, or even paleography skills!

Programming vs. human languages

Human languages
. Ancient Greek

Bulgarian
Chinese
Danish

B outch
English

Python . Estonian

Finnish

. French
German

B italian
Kannada
Komi
Korean

. Latin
Linear A
Medieval Latin
Middle English

B Piglatin
Russian

B spanish

But that theory didn’t really work out. For both R and Python, half the respondents said they
work with English (sometimes along with other languages). But I'm pretty sure the distribution
beyond that is pretty random; | don’t think there’s anything inherently Estonian-friendly about R
or ltalian-friendly about Python. | know for a fact that there’s a lot of useful Python packages for
Russian (like this one for Russian poetry analysis) that don’t exist for R, and yet there’s twice as
many respondents who say they work on Russian who prefer R over Python. g
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