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In his seminal 1959 lecture "The Two Cultures" C.P. Snow characterized the distance between scien ﬁc
and humanis c understanding by considering what would happen if he asked a simple ques on: "What
do you mean by mass, or accelera on"? Snow regarded this as "the scien ﬁc equivalent of saying, Can
you read?" (Snow 1998:87; original emphasis), and he contended that "not more than one in ten of the
highly educated would have felt that I was speaking the same language".
I think it is urgent that we humani es scholars ask ourselves a similar ques on with regard to the ability
to read, understand, and cri que so ware code. Given a few decades of so wariza on of society and
scholarship (Hockey 2004, Zundert and Haentjens Dekker 2015) code illiteracy is a barrier to deep examina on and ques oning of the so ware that is shaping culture and society (Jones 2014, Berry 2014). But
arguably fewer than one in ﬁ y humani es researchers would be able to answer the ques on "What
do you mean by a closure, or a class object?", which is the programming equivalent of saying "Can you
read?"
Currently the skill of digital reading and wri ng is far from evenly distributed over the scien ﬁc community, which creates an inequality in analy cal and cri cal capabili es. I shall argue that this skill is
not—as is o en assumed—a mere methodological service that can be obtained through the involvement of programmers in humani es research projects. The inability to read and write digitally should
be compared rather to the inability to read and write one's natural language, in other words to illiteracy.
This new illiteracy impairs the ability of scholars to communicate on an equal foo ng with the creators
of digital objects and those users for whom it is ﬁrst and second nature to use such objects that produce
reality in present day society, culture, scholarship, and science.
In my paper I shall argue that we need a New Literacy that creates aﬀordances for humani es researchers to understand and cri que digital objects. This New Literacy departs from Ki ler's understanding
that there is no such thing as so ware, only the con nua on of wri ng with diﬀerent means (Ki ler
1993). New Literacy is in this sense diﬀerent than the more usual understandings of new literacies,
which amount to the ability to nego ate and u lize digital objects such as graphical interfaces and their
aﬀordances that arise from the execu on of so ware (cf. Coiro et al. 2008). In my paper I will explain
that New Literacy is also diﬀerent from coding to produce digital objects as scholarly output (such as via
markup or code, cf. e.g. Burnard 2014), and from analyzing such objects through reduc ve empirical
means (as in e.g. Goldstone and Underwood 2012). I currently understand this New Literacy as the
ability to hermeneu cally read and write digital objects through the applica on of code.
My argument however does not result in the conten on that all humanists should become programmers. Rather, I argue for a series of experiments to take digital reading and wri ng closer to a form
that answers to the hermeneu c needs of humani es scholars—thus exploring a New Literacy that will
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allow humanists to conduct scholarship in a so warized society and culture. Donald Knuth provided
a model for such experimenta on through his concept and implementa on of ‘literate programming’
(Knuth 1984). Knuth argued that code should be considered as works of literature; in a similar fashion
Mark Marino argued that code should be read and explicated as text (Marino 2006), and Florian Cramer
argued that code is "loaded with meaning" (Cramer 2005). Knuth and Marino thus argue that we should
understand code-as-text just as we understand text-as-text. This amounts to the applica on of current
scholarly literacy to code. I contend that an inverse direc on of understanding is needed for New Literacy: as scholars we should also be able to understand code-through-code and text-through-code.
In the second half of my presenta on I will unpack and explain a ﬁrst experiment towards exploring the
possible forms of this New Literacy. In this par cular experiment Ruby programming language is used
to read text through code. I try to read and understand a (small fragment) of a literary work through a
me culous object oriented modeling of the text. The modeling encompasses both seman c, temporal,
and narra ve elements, and the rela ons between them as perceived by me, the scholar. Three ground
rules guide the modeling. The ﬁrst is that only direct and indirect speech may be represented as string
instances. The second rule demands that there be no ‘ghost’ objects or methods (unused program
code) during the execu on of the program. The third rule s pulates that the resul ng program should
execute without producing Ruby excep ons or run me errors. The code that results is a new form of
close reading and scholarly cri cism through code, which is reproducible and open to a computa onal
discursive. The experiment serves thus to demonstrate how code can be used to read text in a hermeneu c and scholarly fashion. I will argue that this approach is complementary to the widely applied
empirical approaches that pioneered distant reading, examples of which are found in Goldstone and
Underwood 2012 and Rybicki, Hoover and Kestemont 2014.
I will conclude my paper by posi ng that only a New Literacy will allow us to advance scholarly method
beyond a mode of applying interac onal exper se (Gorman 2010) to the inves ga on of any digital
object, the understanding of which requires a tacit ability to read and write digitally.
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