
co de
th e essay deals wit h tw o thin gs: code, and self-publis hin g. regar din g

self-p ublis hin g th e fo cus is on zin e cult ure of the 1980s and 1990s. if the the

utopian publi shing of tho se years was an afterthought of consu mer

co mpu tin g, how does this energy segue bac k in to techn olo gy? taking this

qu estio n as a point of dep artur e, there are rou ghl y thre e le vels to the es-

say: [1] the ess ay build s a pla ce where the questio n may be aske d [2] the

essay argues that it make s sens e to ask it [3] the ess ay tries to artic ula te

possib le ans wer s.

i think of code as consu mer tex t. its pur pos e is to giv e us the ill usion of

ag enc y re gar din g th e te chn olo gie s up on which we hav e co me to dep end. if the

in ter net was inv ented so that banks could erase their end -us er sup por t de -

partment, then we can alw ays day dream about the pro mis es of fre e software.

co de are tho se mac hinic ins tructio ns writt e n in one or ano ther compu ter lan -

gu age. it can be any thing els e, as lon g as it’s som eho w tr ansl atable into

th at for mat. likewis e, if som ethin g is code, then hob byists like us shoul d be

able to deal wit h it wit hou t resortin g to too muc h ex ter nal technical

su pport.

in this, it is fruitful to rem ember the shortco min gs of the small press. it’s

naiv e to put so muc h fait h on it. likewis e, it’s naive to put so muc h fait h on

th e possibil ity of codin g. fre e software activ ism may be an ill usion, but

th at is no a reason to ban floss practic es. there’s poetr y in the frail ty of

co de, and in its uto pian asp ects. my code bel ongs to you and vic evers a,

co de is infinitely repro ducib le, anyo ne can code.



zines
th ere are two things that inter est me about the zin es of the 1980s and the

1990s. not all uto pian publi shing is like this, but it’s not my inten tio n to

define exactly what hap pen ed in tho se publi catio ns. it’s mor e like i wan t to

se e ho w th ese ten den cie s coul d ev olv e:

A zin es are media use d by their authors to dis sen t an d cr itiqu e

B zin es are media who se design is self-ex planatory

A is a rephrasing of und ergroun d, an d B is a rephrasing of diy. B mean s th at

zines wor e th eir design on their jac ket. i’m using ‘design’ in a per hap s id -

io syncr atic way that inclu des not onl y la you t bu t al so manu fac tur e an d

distribu tio n. in their manu fac tur e, there was lit tle or no pro -

fe ssion ali zatio n, and in their dis tribu tio n th e separation to the audie nce

blurre d. the nex t se ction goes into mor e detail about B.



cr ap houn d
both pho toc opier s an d photoc opies may be use d as publi shing tools . more

th an oth er media, pho toc opies inv ite pho toc opyin g. their learnin g curve is

sm all. xer ox colla ges are self-ex planatory, and any one can do the m.

th e zine ovo of the late 1980s appr oac hed this in an inter estin g way. it de-

scribed its elf as ‘‘a mag azine publi she d on an irr egula r basis intro ducin g ne w

works into the publi c do main.’’ in this respect, it’s now is avail able not onl y

in pdf for mat, but als o in open office ‘‘sour ce.’’

an oth er zin e th at thought of its elf as a tool was crap hound. it was origi-

nall y publis hed by sean tej aratc hi betwe en 1994 and 1998. it was take n up

ag ain in 2005. tej aratc hi’s original inten tio ns wer e en tir ely pragm atic. it

was to be mer ely an ‘‘en cyclo pedia of cli par t’’:

i was getting paid cor por ate wag es at adidas [...] and i wan ted to do

so mething wor thw hil e with my ear nin gs [...] if i was going to do a zin e, i

wanted it to be som ethin g us eful and rel evant. i started cal lin g it cli p

ar t, but it’s chang ed--m y motive s ar e no w official ly dif fer ent.

th e zine fun ctions as a cat alo gue of re-us able cli p ar t sample s. it’s als o a

coll ectio n of colla ges that sam ple som eon e’s floats am of found bla ck and white

im agery. it even fun ction ed as a pre-d igital dis tribu tio n medium for fonts:

i’ve been making fon ts for a while, and i’ve been putting a few in eac h

is sue of crap hound [...] [they] are a thr owb ack to dov er books. not

ev eryon e wants to use a compu ter. there’s nothing wrong wit h scis sor s

an d glue sticks.



manu als
i would hop e th at all of this would at this point in the ess ay lead the

read er to re-consid er what print matter is or could be. for the res t of the

essay, print matter is som ethin g th at manife sts its elf thr ough or insid e of

co mpu ter s. among oth er things, this means that print matter is no lon ger

fixe d. setting som ethin g on pap er do esn’t amoun t to muc h.

le t’s imagine the follo win g situ ation. there’s a hyp oth etic perl scr ipt S that

wh en run prin ts the follo win g to stand ard outpu t: ‘‘hell o world!’’ for me

th at scr ipt is print matter. what i mean to str ess wit h th e ex ample is the

fluid, var iable, uns table for m of prin t matt er. print matter is tex t th at at

so me point in tim e manife sts its elf on or thr ough the compu ter in som e way.

this is not as str ange as it seems. a sim ila r tr ansfor matio n happ ens every

time a brows er ren der s an html docum ent. und er this light, dyn amic pag es

ar e work that exploit s th e variable natur e of a scr ipt’s outpu t.

th ough the scr ipt S is probably not the bes t ex ample, it exe mplifies

so mething that is ver y co mmon. typin g so mething like ‘man ls’ at the com man d

li ne is ver y co mmon. man pag es of unix sys tems are like the scr ipt S in that

th ey’re both ‘dorman t’ an d must be run by their readers.



gnu
in the gnu codin g st and ards, the ter ms docum ent ation and manu al practic all y

mean the sam e thin g. specificall y, a manu al is a te xinfo file, and

do cum ent ation inclu des manu als and oth er things like NEWS file s an d chan ge

lo gs. in practic e, the latter ter m pr actic all y take s th e plac e of the for mer.

th e people of gnu dis tin guish betwe en the way in which a pro gram was built,

an d th e way in which it’s use d. they war n ab out modelli ng the docum ent ation

af ter the sof tware:

pr ogr amm ers ten d to carry over the str uctur e of the pro gram as the

structur e for its docum ent ation. but this str uctur e is not nec ess arily

go od for explainin g ho w to use the pro gram [...] learn to notic e wh en

yo u have unthinkingly str uctur ed the docum ent ation like the

im ple men tatio n, sto p yo urs elf, and look for better alt ernativ es.

th e co din g st and ards advis e au thors to appro ach users pedag ogicall y, think-

in g ab out ‘‘th e conc epts and questio ns that a user wil l have in min d wh en

readin g it.’’ what’s mor e, th e manu als that they write shoul d ad mit two typ es

of reading: tutor ial and ref eren ce. it’s inter estin g to note that by tutor ial

th ey mean som ethin g th at a user may wan t to read str aigh t through.

re gar din g unix man pag es, gnu sug ges ts that -if ade quate - help2m an be use d

to extract a man pag e fr om the texinfo file. unlike man pag es, gnu manu als

sh oul d have a ‘‘coherent topic’’. as an example, the codin g st and ards note

th at dif f an d diff3 are both cov ere d in a sin gle manu al, whereas there are

tw o man pag es, one for eac h co mmand.



my thical man -mon th
ac cor din g to the mmm, sof tware has two fac es, both as imp ortan t. the code

sp eaks to the mac hin e, and the docum ent ation ‘‘tell s it s stor y to the hum an

us er.’’

in con trast to the appro ach of gnu, where -in the guise of docum ent ation as

tu tor ial - wr iters are aske d to provide for readers who ‘‘kn ow[s] nothing

ab out the topic,’’ br ooks assum es that all users are acquain ted wit h th e

software. for him, there are thr ee typ es of users:

th e casu al user of a pro gram, [...] the user who mus t depend upon a

pr ogr am, and [...] the user who mus t ad apt a pro gram

br ooks attribu tes the pov erty of most docum ent ation to the difficulty inh er-

en t in tryin g to keep any two pie ces of dat a in sync. in par tic ula r, it wil l

be difficult to keep the ‘‘tw o fa ces’’ in sync. in light of this he proposes

self-d ocument ation:

th e solu tio n, i think, is to mer ge the file s, to inc orp orate the

do cum ent ation in the sourc e pr ogr am.

he points to thr ee lev els where he could see this hap penin g: [1] ‘‘labels,

declar ation state men ts, and symboli c names [...] convey[ing] as muc h meaning

as possible to the reader’’; [2] ‘‘us e sp ace and for mat as muc h as possible

to improve readabili ty and sho w su bor din ation and nestin g’’; [3] ‘‘in ser t

th e ne cessary prose docum ent ation into the pro gram as par agr aphs of

co mment.’’ befor e pr oce e din g, i shoul d mentio n th at gnu foll ows bro oks in

self-d ocument ation. what they deem to be docum ent ation is inclu ded in their

sour ce code dis tribu tio ns.



non-st and ard docum ent ation
we could wor k with the for mat of sof tware docum ent ation. in bro oks’ se con d

poin t, the jum p to ascii art is impli cit. it could be said that the pre tag

go es towar ds abiding by that point. how ever, as this well-kn own wor k

<h ttp://w w w w w w w w w.j odi.or g/> do es we may cho ose to ign ore these code

displa y conv entio ns. in it, the ascii art looks like noise bec aus e th e

whit esp ace has collapse d.

i like jodi’s appro ach bec aus e it uses obscurity at two lev els . on the one

hand, it looks obscure -- som e people mis take their wor k for a compu ter

fail ure. on the oth er han d, it points to how arbitrary and obscure bro oks’

conv entio ns can be outside of sof tware engin eer ing.


