Karolin Meunier
Reading a Code.
Letter No. 2

Dear Reader,

Now comes the more difficult part, the reading of the actual code.
I wish we could look at it together and share the bits and pieces
we know about programming. But I must begin on my own, facing
my ignorance. What follows can only be a selective reading of the
code, of certain commands and characters that catch my attention,
observations made as I skim the entire body of what I perceive

as text and think about its structure. In order to describe it, I must
acquire a new vocabulary or at least consider if a certain concept
really fits.

Description here implies thinking about both the silent reading/
seeing of the code and what it means to read it aloud, as well as
translating some of the visual aspects into words. I don’t know
whether you prefer to read these letters in their written form or to
listen to my reading of them. For me, this aspect of reading —

the constantly shifting connection between the oral and the visual,
between something that materializes as a written or spoken text
and something that happens in our imagination—is very present
when dealing with an undecipherable object: one tries to grasp
and complete it with different senses. In the case of a computer
code, this is related to the fact that it is written to be read by

a machine, but contains all kinds of other information.

Let me give you some numbers. The document I received
consists of:
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2,058 words

12,899 characters without spaces
16,275 characters with spaces
512 paragraphs

There is no date mentioned. Anike Joyce Sadiq’s project Utopian
Institutions started in 2022 and is still ongoing. When exactly

the webpage with the survey was made, I don’t know - nor if the
program has been altered since it was activated. As its text is
destined to appear on a computer interface, it is not divided into
pages and the longer lines only break if the window on the screen
isn’t wide enough. The font in the .txt file is called Menlo regular,
11 pt., a monospaced sans-serif typeface which used to be the
standard one of Apple’s operating system macOS. Like many
programming fonts, it has a typewriter feel.

The code is mainly composed of words that are recognizable as
part of the English language. A few phrases are in German, some
strings of letters seem to be abbreviations, others remain cryptic
to me. Not surprisingly, there are a lot of special characters, and I
suspect that all of the line breaks, indents and spaces between
words have a function, if not for the computer, then for the
programmer and their sense of orientation. They are not used in
order to design a page or to indicate a rhythm. However, there is a
graphic quality to the jumping lines, the flow of characters and
words, sometimes structured, resembling a list, short entries that
always start with the same phrase, only to dissolve into meander-
ing sentences or to be suspended by clusters of special characters.
The look of code can be appealing. I am not sure, though, if its
aesthetic reminds me of the early days of internet art, or still
promises a sort of hyper-contemporaneity, like a key to the future.
I can perceive it as a work of poetry, mainly in the sense of my
expectation that there is another layer, that my search for a hidden
meaning will be rewarded. On the other hand, the text doesn’t
really captivate my attention. To me, it quickly sends out

the message: undecipherable, not understandable, no content.

Reading code is curious in this respect. There are many false
friends, words and phrases that seem familiar, but whose exact
meaning escapes me. They are instructions, commands, and
not metaphors.
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For example, I read silently:
if ( ! class_exists(

I read out loud:
if space open parenthesis space exclamation mark space class
underscore exists open parenthesis

What is ‘class’ supposed to mean here?

The very first line of the code reveals the kind of programming that
has been applied —which is not always so easily detectable.

I read silently:
<?php

I read out loud:
less than question mark php

PHP is an open-source scripting language for web development.
This explains why the code I received is not identical to what

I see when I access the website’s source code.' I learn from a friend
that the PHP program runs on a server and generates a page
written in HTML, which is then passed on to the browser.

With this knowledge, I can search for the meaning of specific
commands in a PHP manual. Even this only partially helps me to
understand what ‘class’ stands for in this language. I learn that
classes are an effective tool in interactive programming. A class is
a kind of blueprint that defines certain qualities —or behaviors,

in the manual’s parlance —of a number of objects. The entry

4f class_exists’ instructs the machine to check if the given class
has been defined.? Whether this serves as a correct summary

or not—ultimately, it is about a classification system, a basic
function to establish a structure with hierarchies and subcatego-
ries. The connotation of the word ‘class’ and its consequences are
close to how we use it in scientific as well as everyday language.

1 In case you’re not familiar with the function: you can access the source code
of any website; usually, you right-click and select ‘view source code’.
You see the code that makes up the results page, whereas the one processed
by the server won’t appear.

2 The information is assembled from different webpages: www.php.net,
www.phptutorial.net, www.ionos.com.



https://www.php.net/
https://www.phptutorial.net/php-oop/php-class_exists/
https://www.ionos.com/digitalguide/websites/web-development/php-classes/

Karolin Meunier: Reading a Code (2)

So I can’t help reading the phrase as a question, and, yes,
class exists.

A code is written, or at least conceived, by humans, but it is
addressed to the ‘computer’ as its main reader. A programmer must
be able to navigate and modify the text, but the compiler must

be able to translate its commands. In general, the machine is not
very forgiving of mistakes, such as typos or using synonyms instead
of the exact wording, which sets it apart from our way of reading
text, where we constantly overlook mistakes or interpret certain
words in various ways. When it comes to code, errors will show in
the form of visual glitches, oversized images, bugs, non-functioning
threads, or by blocking a program from running at all. However,

a code can also contain information for human readers that has no
direct function in the progression of the program and no equivalent
on the visible interface.

In the case at hand, for example, the name of the programmer
and the graphic design studio: it doesn’t appear on the webpage but
in the first lines of the code, like a signature.

I read silently:
* @author alisch berlec hénow, studio terhedebriigge

I read out loud:
Asterisk space at author space alisch space berlec space hénow
comma space studio space terhedebriigge

The asterisk or star sign is key here. It is used 180 times in this code.
In programming, the asterisk can have numerous uses, such as
denoting multiplication. It can also indicate that something should
not be read as a command. For example, comments that serve as
information to people but are meant to be ignored by the compiler
can be marked by an asterisk.® There are many other ways to embed
an additional text layer in a code that is addressed to human readers.

When reflecting her own work, designer and programmer Anna
Cairns points to the history of computing: how other women

3 The information is assembled from different webpages: en.wikipedia.org
and www.pcmag.com.


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Asterisk
https://www.pcmag.com/encyclopedia/term/asterisk
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previously used technology, virtual models of thinking and worked
intimately with text-as-data.* She writes of the development from
a predominantly binary programming system consisting of zeros
and ones to one based on the English language. It is one of the
many achievements that can be attributed to the women working
in the field, whose substantial contributions have often been
overlooked: “Grace Hopper, a female computer scientist, effected
a major breakthrough in how machines and humans now talk to
each other. She thought that code should be written in human
language.” The fact that this invention makes it easier for more
people to learn and apply programming languages does not close
the gap to the different reading requirements of a computer:
“Writing code that is both functional to browsers and readable to
humans leads to many inefficient workarounds and plenty of
failure, because without keeping some symbolic and syntactical
conventions, browsers would quite simply not understand.”

When I go back to my first letter and more general thoughts on
coding as concealing, the constellation is a bit different here. The
code of a program is not an encrypted version of a secret message,
but another layer of text that enables a digital interface, in this case
a webpage for a survey, to be seen, read and used. Whether we
perceive it as metatext or as subtext, the decryption or translation
into another form is already intended. When an extra layer is added,
like an embedded message in the source code that is readable to
humans but not disruptive to browsers, it is only considered hidden
because usually people don’t bother to look at the source code.

Trying to actually read a code without any knowledge of
programming led me to describing its appearance and looking

up single commands, only to get sidetracked by my usual
understanding of certain words. I haven’t got very far in my
reading of the code, but let me at least point out the very last lines
—where many of the brackets that were opened in the course of
the program are finally closed.

4 Cairns, Anna: “Code, Text, Type”. In: cOda. November 2022, online:
www.cOda.org. Cairns’ text is a reflection of her programming of the website
on which it is published. cOda is a publication platform that deals with feminist
modes of coding and writing, conceived by artist Katrin Mayer in the context
of her research on the herstory of the internet.

5 Cairns, “Code, Text, Type”, 2022.


https://c0da.org/contributions/code-text-type
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I read silently:
break;

Reading out loud doesn’t work here, so I'll try to describe the quote:

It has five lines. The first line starts with a large indent and shows
the word ‘break’, followed by a semicolon. The second to fifth lines
each show a closing brace, but the indent before the sign gradually
grows smaller, with no indent in the last line. If you perceive it

as an image, it looks like four mounting steps made of curly
brackets, and on top sits the ‘break;’.

With that in mind, see you soon,
Karolin



Editorial note
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