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HIST 3XX: #CodeForHistory: Digital History through Humanities Computing 

 
Digital scholarship is being transformed by the sheer abundance of digitized primary sources. 
Consider the 197,745 trials of the Old Bailey, the central criminal court of London, which enable 
us to explore the lives of non-elite people between 1674 and 1913, or the over fifty thousand 
books in Project Gutenberg, or the millions of books we can access – in full – through the Hathi 
Trust digital library and Google Books. This is the leading edge of a change in knowledge 
production that is exponentially increasing: historians studying the 1990s and beyond will be 
confronted with billions of documents, from tweets, videos, images, and the sheer amount of 
digital information we leave behind.  
 
You can’t read any of these sources yourself – you need to program.  
 
This project-based course introduces students to the basics of humanities computing. Beginning 
with a conceptual introduction to what programming is and why it matters, we begin moving 
through the research process to produce novel and original findings using large repositories of 
information. No prior knowledge of computing environments is required, only an enthusiasm 
to learn.  
 
The course proceeds along the lines of scale, beginning with the thousands of sources of the Old 
Bailey, continuing to the millions of sources of digitized books, to the billions of sources 
generated today. Computing resources are provided by Compute Canada and Amazon AWS, in 
addition to personal machines.  
 
Assignment Weight 
Participation 15% 
Ongoing Class blog 25% 
Assignment #1: Thousands: Reading the Old 
Bailey with a Computer 

20% 

Assignment #2: Millions: Exploring Books  20% 
Assignment #3: Billions: Born-Digital Abundance 20% 

 
Week-by-Week Breakdown 

1. Course Introduction and Going Digital (the crash course) 
2. Conceptual Introduction to Programming 
3. Thousands: Introduction to the Old Bailey via Python 
4. Thousands: Intermediate-level Programming with the Old Bailey 
5. Millions: Metadata, the “love letter to the future” 
6. Millions: Hathi Trust, the Google Books, and the Internet Archive 
7. Millions: Network Analysis 
8. Billions: Twitter Analysis 
9. Billions: Web Archives Analysis 
10. Billions: Bringing it all Together on a Test Corpus 
11. Trillions: What’s ahead? 
12. Course Conclusion and Final Unconference 


