
Micro-Macro Reading Course Syllabus

Instructor: Zach Horton
Meetings: W 6:00pm – 8:30pm  CL 302
Contact: z.horton@pitt.edu
Office: CL 433 (Office hours: Wed, 4-5pm, or by appointment)

Course Description

How can we hope to analyze and understand “texts” that are too large, or span too great a period of 
time, to “read” in traditional ways? We are accustomed to reading well-packaged works of literature 
and media, such as novels and films, that give us a determinate beginning, middle, and end (even if not,
as Jean-Luc Godard once quipped, in that order). But what happens when we attempt to read an entire 
series of novels, or long-running TV shows, or other ongoing texts that span centuries? Conversely, 
how do we analyze the cultural use of very small objects, such as single words or phrases? In cases 
such as these, new methods are required to analyze these cultural objects that defy the scale of our 
traditional reading practices. In this seminar we will analyze several texts at multiple scales, surveying 
and developing research methods that will allow us to ask, and answer, tough questions about the 
hidden components that make up their skeletons, how they function in our culture, how they have 
changed over time, and what potentials they open up for our future. First, we will examine Emily 
Dickinson's entire corpus of poems, utilizing complete tallies of all mentions of plants and animals to 
explore her work from a new perspective.  Our second text will be every presidential nomination 
acceptance speech by a major candidate in U.S. history. Read as both a record of the U.S. political 
process, political rhetoric over time, and as predictors of future political victories, what does this text 
tell us about American culture, politics, the party system, and current candidates?  Can we read this text
in narrative terms? We will use digital humanities and distant readings techniques such as time 
graphing, topic modeling, and data visualization to break down and track the major themes, tropes, and 
language as it has progressed over the past two centuries. We will then examine an even larger text, but 
one that is far more recent: the past 27 years of the popular television show, The Simpsons (the longest 
running animated show on TV). Collectively, the entire class will annotate every episode, “datifying” 
the show according to particular cultural markers that we will determine as a class (such as race, 
gender, environment, and technology). This will enable us to track the show as it has progressed over 
these decades, and enable us to graph in various ways the show's cultural “shape” as a whole, as well as
delve deeper into particular themes and tropes of interest. Students will utilize the methods and data 
generated during the seminar to create final projects, as individuals or groups, on topics of their choice.

Scales
Each class session will be roughly divided into two “scales” of inquiry:  The first half of the class will 
be devoted to the “macro” or large scale, while the second half will be devoted to the “micro,” or 
focused and deep inquiry into a single objects or component.

Streams
The course is composed of five distinct “streams” or academic concerns.  They will each continue 
throughout the course.  Each week will address one to several of the streams, and they will be 
interwoven throughout.
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Required Texts:

• Graphs, Maps, Trees – Franco Moretti

• Mythologies – Roland Barthes

• Three seasons of The Simpsons (DVD, to be ordered online).
Students will be responsible for different seasons, assigned in-class.

Grade Breakdown

Attendance/Participation: 20%
Reading Responses:  10%
Mini Projects: 15%
Simpsons annotations:  25% 
Final Project:  30%

Attendance
Please attend all class sessions and be on time.  We will take role at the beginning of each class.

Papers and Late Work
All papers and assignments are due before the start of class on the day indicated, via Google Docs.  A 
hard copy of your final paper/project must also be handed in to the instructor's mailbox.  Any work 
submitted after its due date/time will be considered “late.” Late work will be accepted up to 5 days 
after the original due date, with a 1/3 letter-grade-deduction per day late.

Academic Dishonesty
Plagiarism, of all kinds, is a serious offense and will not be tolerated. Plagiarism includes the failure to 
acknowledge all secondary sources in your work, passing off another person’s work as your own, or 
submitting a paper written for a previous class. Plagiarism can be obvious or subtle, intentional or a 
careless mistake. Take your work and documentation seriously: keep track of your sources as you read 
and take notes; document quotes and paraphrases as you write, not when you are finished, scrambling 
to find who said what and where. If you are ever in doubt about when and how to acknowledge a 
source, please ask! At the very least, plagiarism will result in a failing grade for the course and a mark 
on your academic records, and may result in disciplinary action, including suspension or expulsion.  
Students suspected of violating the University of Pittsburgh Policy on Academic Integrity, from the 
February 1974 Senate Committee on Tenure and Academic Freedom reported to the Senate Council, 
will be required to participate in the outlined procedural process as initiated by the instructor.

Statement on Disabilities from the University
If you have a disability for which you are or may be requesting an accommodation, you are encouraged
to contact both your instructor and Disability Resources and Services, 140 William Pitt Union, (412) 
648-7890 or (412) 383-7355 (TTY), as early as possible in the term.  DRS will verify your disability 
and determine reasonable accommodations for this course.



COURSE OUTLINE (subject to change as this is an experimental, interactive course)

Week 1: August 31
MACRO:

Class Introduction
The Simpsons
Simpsons Data
Simpsons signup

MICRO:
Emily Dickinson, “What Tenements of Clover”
Video: “When Lynch Met Lucas”
The Simpsons first episode

Week 2: September 7 (cultural analysis)
ASSIGNMENTS

Purchase books and DVDs
Peruse archive of presidential nomination speeches
Create Google account (if you don't already have one)
Watch and annotate two Simpsons episodes
Reading Response: Simpsons episodes
Create visualization or study of plants and/or animals in Emily Dickinson's poems

MACRO:
Cultural Analysis: Overview of critical approaches to cultural analysis

Discuss Emily Dickinson

MICRO:
Review Simpsons data
Decide on any new tags

Week 3: September 14 (problems of scale)
ASSIGNMENTS
Annotate eight episodes
Finish visualization or study of plants and/or animals in Emily Dickinson's poems
Reading:

Brooks, “Keats's Sylvan Historian: History Without Footnotes”  (http://www.mrbauld.com/keatsurn.html)
Barthes, “Operation Astra” (“Operation Margarine”), “Plastic,” “The World of Wrestling” from 
Mythologies 

MACRO:
Discussion of  scale and analysis  (including readings)

MICRO:
Emily Dickinson projects

Week 4: September 21 (digital methods)
ASSIGNMENTS
Annotate eight episodes
Readings: 

Roland Barthes, “Einstein's Brain,” “Striptease,” from Mythologies; excerpt from S/Z
Franco Moretti, intro and “Graphs” from Graphs, Maps, Trees

Watch Hillary Clinton nomination speech (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pnXiy4D_I8g)

MICRO:
Trump nomination speech (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=34Svt3kfq1c)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=34Svt3kfq1c
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=pnXiy4D_I8g
http://www.mrbauld.com/keatsurn.html


MACRO: 
Student presentations: Emily Dickinson projects
Introduction to Corpus Linguistics – Antconc

Week 5: September 28 (digital methods)
ASSIGNMENTS

Annotate eight episodes
Roland Barthes, “Depth Advertising,” “Electoral Photogeny,” from Mythologies
Complete a personal study of a set of presidential nomination speeches using AntConc

MICRO:
Discussion of readings.
Present AntConc mini-projects.

MACRO: 
Topic Modeling: introduction, examples, methods.

Week 6: October 5 (digital methods)
ASSIGNMENTS

Readings:
Intro to Topic Modeling: http://programminghistorian.org/lessons/topic-modeling-and-mallet
Ted Underwood, “Topic modeling made just simple enough.” 

(https://tedunderwood.com/2012/04/07/topic-modeling-made-just-simple-enough/) 
Shawn Graham, “Topic Modeling With the JAVA GUI + Gephi” 

(https://electricarchaeology.ca/2011/11/11/topic-modeling-with-the-java-gui-gephi/)  

Reading response on topic modeling articles (as an aggregate).
Annotate eight episodes
Collectively: Create topic model for all presidential nomination speeches (create chronological archive of 

TXT files, topic model, analyze and name topics)

MACRO:
Class will meet in the Digital Scholarship Commons, lab area, Hillman Library (ground floor) for

a special research presentation by English subject librarian Robin Kear and a member of Digital 
Scholarship Services.

Continued work on collective topic model of presidential nomination speeches.

Week 7: October 12 (output)
ASSIGNMENTS

Annotate eight episodes
Refine topic model and visualizations for all presidential nomination speeches
Tag your assigned speeches according to class-generated parameters

MACRO:
In-class topic modeling, discussion, and visualization.  Discussion of alternate modes of visualization.

MICRO:
Analysis of anomalous individual speech

Week 8: October 19
ASSIGNMENTS

Reading: 
Franco Moretti, “Maps” from Graphs, Maps, Trees

Annotate eight episodes
Identify anomalous episode

https://electricarchaeology.ca/2011/11/11/topic-modeling-with-the-java-gui-gephi/
https://tedunderwood.com/2012/04/07/topic-modeling-made-just-simple-enough/
http://programminghistorian.org/lessons/topic-modeling-and-mallet


MACRO:
Discuss reading
Review Simpsons data

MICRO:
Analysis of anomalous episode

Week 9: October 26
ASSIGNMENTS

Reading:
Franco Moretti, “Trees” from Graphs, Maps, Trees

Annotate eight episodes
Identify anomalous episode

MACRO:
Discuss reading,  Review Simpsons data

MICRO:
Discuss student final project ideas

Week 10: November 2
ASSIGNMENTS

Reading:  David L. G. Arnold, “And the Rest Writes Itself: Roland Barthes Watches The Simpsons”
Annotate eight episodes
Identify anomalous episode

MACRO:
Discuss reading,  Review Simpsons data

MICRO:
Analysis of anomalous Simpsons episode

Week 11: November 9
ASSIGNMENTS

Finish episode annotations
Work on final projects

MICRO:
Watch anomalous episode
Report on final project progress
Begin The Simpson's Movie (in class)

Week 12: November 16
ASSIGNMENT
Work on final projects (submit ½ page progress report)

CLASS
Report on final project progress
Finish The Simpson's Movie (in class)

Week 13: November 23
THANKSGIVING BREAK: NO CLASS

Week 14: November 30
ASSIGNMENT
Work on final projects (submit ½ page progress report)

CLASS
Project lab



Week 15: December 7
ASSIGNMENT
Work on final projects.  Prepare final project presentation.

CLASS
Final project presentation to be given in class.  5-10 minutes.

Final Project
Due on Wednesday, December 14, by the end of the day.  Upload all project files and accompanying documentation

to our shared Google Drive folder.  Create a subfolder to contain them.


