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Reading a Code

Dear Reader,

Addressing you seems the most suitable way of introducing a 
textual artefact that is barely decipherable to me and to assemble 
different kinds of thoughts around it. It also allows me to 
acknowledge that you have the same role as the one I’m taking on, 
reading. I don’t expect a direct answer and yet the very chance 
of being read will keep me going in the labyrinth of the illegible and 
its many possible threads. I already know that it will take time 
and more than one letter to unravel the task that I have set up for 
this occasion: to enter into dialogue with a code and to see where 
it takes me. 

It’s no coincidence that this first led me to the letter form. 
Letters are often accompanied by the fear of not reaching their 
addressee, of getting lost, or, even worse, of falling into the wrong 
hands. Your words, intended for a specific person, can be read 
by someone who may use the content for their own purposes and 
put you at risk or just invade the intimate space of your confidential 
correspondence by reading it. On the other hand, letters can be 
written in a private manner, using words that have a meaning only 
to the sender and receiver, one that a random reader could never 
guess. The invention of secret languages, sign systems, or ways 
of making the writing itself invisible has always accompanied the 
form of the letter, as have attempts to decipher such coded texts, 
rendered temporarily illegible for some.

These anxieties around written messages haven’t diminished 
with their transition to the digital world. On the contrary, 
encryption has remained an integral part of the act of sending and 
storing messages, using code to prevent content from being read, 
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even if the work of concealing and revealing is now often provided 
by companies that also host the messaging tool. This also means 
a letter can take on a form that even its sender can’t read or open 
unless they have been specifically authorized to do so. 

More generally, it could be said that everything that is written, 
sent, and published in digital form is always based on a different 
text, on a different language. For most people, a programming 
language looks like an unknown code, even if the sign system used 
is generally known. The programmed text that underlies the visible 
interface is not a secret but can easily be made visible, explained, 
and its language potentially learned by anyone. The code functions 
as both translator and facilitator for the words that I am typing. 
And yet, the fact that underneath each readable digital text there is 
another text that is different and obscure to me is unsettling. 
It is also common knowledge by now that the work of programming 
is not neutral but influenced by the people doing it and thus 
reproduces biases. In one of the many articles in which Lori 
Emerson advocates for networks that existed before and outside of 
what is now called the Internet, she writes: “one might reasonably 
ask: what does it really matter if we don’t know the technical 
specifications of the Internet? As long as it continues to work, what 
difference does it make whether we understand it or not? It matters 
because we’ve become so used to the usual narrative about how 
the Internet is an American invention and (sometimes, therefore) 
one that is inherently ‘free,’ ‘open,’ and ‘empowering’ that we are 
immune to seeing how this network of networks is working on 
us rather than us on it.”1

I want to take a short detour and tell you something about another 
encounter with a legible and yet unreadable item. I have just 
completed the undertaking of reading and translating a book 
written in a sign system I am familiar with but in a language that 
I don’t understand, Italian. The method I developed consisted of 
inviting Italian-speaking friends and colleagues to each read, 
comment, and translate live one or several sections of that text into 
English in dialogue with me. I recorded all of our conversations, 
transcribed and edited them, trying to do justice to both the 
original text and the comments of its readers/translators today. 

1	 Emerson, Lori. “The Net Has Never Been Neutral”. loriemerson dot net, 
14 August 2021, online: loriemerson.net.

https://loriemerson.net/2021/08/14/the-net-has-never-been-neutral/
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The book that we traversed in this way is also a dialogue, four days 
of conversation between the art critic and feminist Carla Lonzi 
and her partner, the artist Pietro Consagra.2 Lonzi documented and 
published this testimony of their relationship in 1980 and added 
a short but precise preface. In it, she declares that the publishing of 
this dialogue is “a gesture of intervention that breaks with the code 
of silence of the relationship between two.”3 What we translated as 
“code of silence” is a periphrasis of the Italian term omertà. In Italy, 
its use in the sense of an expected obligation of secrecy (even as 
an unspoken concept) often accompanies and protects violent 
structures. By placing it prominently in the preface and applying it 
to the intimate sphere of the relationship, Lonzi refers to the shared 
experience of the violence of silence — and of the silence about 
violence. Her perspective is that of women, for whom the 
speechlessness and the silence/concealment in public is evident 
and intensified in two ways: on the one hand, in the lack of places 
to speak on their own terms, and on the other, in the lack of 
discourse about the effects of power relations in private. 

With these various implications of code in mind — its use as a 
language, a method of encryption as well as a set of principles, 
whether visible or invisible, whether agreed upon by its users or 
imposed by its makers — I would like to approach the unreadable 
object I have chosen: the programming code of a survey. The survey 
and the code are both parts of a work by artist Anike Joyce Sadiq 
called Utopian Institutions.4 The survey is accessible via a website 
and addressed to art institutions. On the landing page, one can 
choose the language, select “survey”, and get the following 
information: “Member Login | To participate in the survey enter 
your login code here, which you received by email.” Or one could 
select “evaluation”, but I haven’t done that yet. I have been avoiding 
gathering too much information in advance. I want to see what 
the code itself will reveal to me — as someone who is not used to 
reading programming languages — and how this information 
connects to the bits and pieces that I know about its context. 

2	 Lonzi, Carla. Vai pure. Dialogo con Pietro Consagra. Scritti di Rivolta 
Femminile, 1980. 

3	 Meunier, Karolin. A Commentary on Vai pure by Carla Lonzi. 
b_books (forthcoming).

4	 Sadiq, Anike Joyce. Utopian Institutions. 2022 – ongoing,  
online: www.utopianinstitutions.de.
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For example, I’m not sure that it’s always particular people who are 
asked to participate, but I think there have been different iterations 
and each one has been connected to a specific art institution and 
the people affiliated with it. The artist not only hired a programmer 
to provide the technical tool for her survey, but also made the code 
itself visible in a video that scrolls through the text. This fact makes 
all the difference. The code is a conceptual and visual element of 
her artwork and it is as such that I am about to approach it. 
Anike sent it to me in the form of a simple .txt file, along with 
pictures of how it was installed in exhibitions.

It will take another letter to tell you about my attempts to read this 
file, which you will find online. For now, I conclude by drawing 
a connection: although I don’t yet know the specific questions that 
were posed in Anike’s survey, I understand the whole body of work 
as an effort to address the various codes active in art institutions 
— codes of silence, bias, or rules; to ask how networks work on us 
and how we can work on them instead.

Warmly,
Karolin

https://www.temporal-communities.de/illegible
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