Computation & Culture
DHSS 101

Professor Whitney Sperrazza
wssgla@rit.edu

Course Resources

Prof. Sperrazza

MyCourses

Slack

Key Course Information
Professor Whitney Sperrazza [[Email]]
Class Meets: [[Date and Time]]
Location: [[TBA]]
My Office Hours: Mondays 1-2pm (Zoom), Tuesdays 12-1pm (in-person), or by appointment
Please use calendly.com/wsperrazza to schedule a time slot or make an appointment.

What We’ll Be Studying
In this course we’ll think carefully about the intersections between computation and culture,
particularly how those intersections shape what a 2019 United Nations report dubbed our “age
of digital interdependence.” I divided the course into four focus units—gender, class, race, and
disability—that will help us consider these intersections. In addition to providing a critical
foundation for your future digital work (and future program work if you are a DHSS student),
this course will invite you to think about the cultural, social, and political contexts and
consequences of technology.
Alongside our critical readings, our
understanding of computation and culture
will be shaped through our extensive
interaction with digital media. Each course
unit includes a small team reverse
engineering project, during which you will
analyze digital humanities projects, working
backwards from interface to design and
project management.

Course Takeaways
► expand your knowledge about the histories of computation and how those histories
intersect with social, cultural, and political frameworks
► develop a working definition of “digital humanities” and learn how people use digital
spaces to process and document the human experience
► hone your critical analysis skills and develop useful strategies for thinking critically
about computational content
► build a resource bank of digital projects that serve as real-world applications of the
intersections between computation and culture that we discuss in class

Course Materials
All course readings are available on our
myCourses page or as open-access
material on the web. Please bring your
personal laptop or tablet to class if
possible so we can avoid sharing
machines and maintain social distancing
guidelines. If you don’t have access to a
personal computing device, please let me
know.

Coursework
This course relies on several different
kinds of work, all focused on collective
knowledge building. Our goal is to learn
from each other this semester and we’ll
use the following activities to facilitate
that learning:
Readings and Discussion Forums. The
foundation of our explorations this
semester. Each unit we’ll look at a
collection of readings and digital
resources. Our discussion forums each
unit will give us a chance to expand our
in-person discussions of the readings. The
forums will ask you to consider how the
concepts and questions from that unit’s
material apply to your own field and
interests, or invite you to think about
creative digital humanities project ideas
seeded by the unit’s material. All forums
will take place on our course Slack
channel.
Reverse Engineering Workshops. For
each of our four units, you’ll work in small
teams to “reverse engineer” an existing
digital project. This means working

backward from polished interface to
design, infrastructure, and project
decision-making. There are two main
goals here: 1) to introduce you to a wide
variety of tools and platforms used in
digital humanities work, and 2) to hone
your ability to analyze computational
objects. At the end of our workshop for
each unit, you and your group will offer a
short presentation on your findings.
Process Letters. I’ll invite you to complete
two “process letters” this semester in
which you discuss how your work is
evolving over the course of the semester.
These letters can take the form of either a
written document or other media object
(audio, video, etc.). Whatever your
chosen form, these assignments need to
give both you and me a sense of how your
thinking about computation and culture is
changing based on our coursework.

Grading
This course will focus on qualitative not
quantitative assessment, something
we’ll discuss during class. While you will
get a final grade at the end of the term, I
will not be grading individual
assignments beyond turned in/not
turned in. Instead, I’ll be asking
questions and making comments that
engage your work rather than simply
evaluate it. You will also be reflecting
carefully on your own work and the
work of your peers.
If any part of this process causes more
anxiety than it alleviates, see me at any

point to confer about your progress in
the course. Your best strategy should
be: join the discussions (in-person and
virtual), do the reading, and contribute
consistently to team reverse engineering
projects.
As we reflect on your final progress in
the course at the end of the semester,
we’ll consider the following balance of
assignments:

Coursework Balance

Reverse
Engineering
Projects
40%

Readings &
Discussions
40%

Process
Letters
20%

Course Mode
Our class is being held in-person this semester. Per RIT’s Policy, face masks
covering nose and mouth are required indoors for everyone on campus.
Please refer to RIT’s COVID Dashboard for the most up-to-date information on
campus requirements.
If you need to make other arrangements for health reasons or continued
restrictions due to COVID-19, please contact me as soon as possible.

Reading and Work Schedule
Please join class with any material listed for that date read/viewed and ready to discuss.
This syllabus schedule provides easy reference to the entire arc of our semester, and gives
you advance notice for all due dates. Readings and links to material are all available in our
weekly modules on myCourses.*
*Dates and work subject to change as our
discussions evolve over the semester.

Tuesday, August 24
Thursday, August 26

Course Introduction: conceptual exploration
Course Introduction: reverse engineering projects

Tuesday, August 31
Thursday, September 2

Raymond Williams, “Technology and Society”
Raymond Williams, “Technology and Society”
Slack Forum Discussion #1

GENDER

Tuesday, September 7
Thursday, September 9

Jennifer Light, “When Computers Were Women”
Catherine D’Ignazio and Lauren Klein, “Feminist Data
Visualization”

Tuesday, September 14

Robin Fields and Joe Sexton, “How Many
American Women Die from Causes Related
to Pregnancy or Childbirth? No One Knows.”
AND Mimi Onuoha, “On Missing Data Sets”
Slack Forum Discussion #2
REP Workshop

CLASS

Thursday, September 16
Tuesday, September 21
Thursday, September 23

REP Presentations
Alana Semuels, “The Internet Is Enabling a New Kind of Poorly
Paid Hell”

Tuesday, September 28

Cathy O’Neil, “Introduction” and “Arms Race: Going to
College” (excerpts from Weapons of Math Destruction)
Andrew Norman Wilson, “Workers Leaving the
Googleplex”
AND Mar Hicks, “The Long History Behind
the Google Walkout”
Slack Forum Discussion #3

Thursday, September 30

Tuesday, October 5

RACE

Thursday, October 7

REP Workshop
Midterm Process Letter Due
REP Presentations

Tuesday, October 12
Thursday, October 14

No Class – Fall Break
Lisa Nakamura, “Indigenous Circuits: Navajo Women and the
Racialization of Early Electronic Manufacture”

Tuesday, October 19
Thursday, October 21

Safiya Noble, “Searching for Black Girls (excerpt from
Algorithms of Oppression)
Syed Mustafa Ali, “A Brief Introduction to Decolonial
Computing”
Slack Forum Discussion #4

Tuesday, October 26
Thursday, October 28

REP Workshop
REP Presentations

Tuesday, November 2

Aimi Hamraie, “Mapping Access: Digital Humanities,
Disability Justice, and Sociospatial Practice”

DISABILITY

Thursday, November 4

Community-Engaged DH Project Roundtable: Details TBA

Tuesday, November 9
Thursday, November 11

Sushil K. Oswal, “Ableism”
The Geeky Gimp, “How Hyperdot got it right,
and the importance of accessibility in gaming”
AND Game Makers Toolkit, “Designing for
Disability: Motor”
Slack Forum Discussion #5

Tuesday, November 16
Thursday, November 18

REP Workshop
REP Presentations

Tuesday, November 23
Thursday, November 25

No Class – Thanksgiving Break
No Class – Thanksgiving Break

Tuesday, November 30
Thursday, December 2

Wrap-up work
Wrap-up work

Thursday, December 9

Final Process Letter Due

[[There is no final exam for this class. Once we’ve completed our wrap-up week and you’ve
submitted your Final Process Letter, our course is concluded.]]

