The Politics of
Code

How digital representations shape cultures



The power of representations

“Descartes [set] aside Aristotle’s concept of
reason as a grasp of universals: beginning in the
seventeenth century, knowledge became
internal, representational, and judgmental.
Modern philosophy was born when a knowing
subject endowed with consciousness and its
representational contents became the central
problem for thought, the paradigm of all
knowing.” ( 1986)


http://www.faculty.fairfield.edu/dcrawford/rabinow.pdf

Interconnected biases

A “All forms of communication imply a
bias ” (Innis 1951)

A Geopolitical / institutional hegemony
A Semiotic / linguistic hegemony
A Code hegemony
A Standards vs biocultural diversity
A Digital divide(s)

Anglophone hegemony



Standards vs cultures?

“The control of standards is a central feature of
economic life... classifications and standards are
material, as well as symbolic.” (Bowker & Leigh
Star 1999)

“Any attempt to create an obligatory system of
classification, rigid and universal, will result in
residual categories (...) It is necessary to root the
awareness of what happens every time one tries
to standardize. In other words, in this creation
there is someone who wins and someone who
loses. (Leigh Star 2006)



In the beginning was the ASCII (1963-7)
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Who does control standards?

ASCII old style (126 characters) was the encoding
standard of the Net until 2007

Most commonly used web languages, like HTML e XML, are still based
on the 126 symbols of the ASCII table

But what does ASCIl mean?
American Standard Code for Information Interchange

Where does it come from?

ASCIl developed from telegraphic codes. Its first commercial use was as
a seven-bit teleprinter code promoted by Bell data services

They were adapted to provide a user interface to early mainframe
computers and minicomputers, sending typed data to the computer
and printing the response

Almost 1/3 of symbols encode teletype symbols and not text!



Private (UNI)CODE

A Board of Directors
A Google (1 member)
A Microsoft (2)
A Apple (1)
A Intel (1)
A IBM (1)
A IMS - Appature (1)

A President of the Executive Office: Mark
Davies, Google engineer since 2006

A UC Berkley is the only educational
organization (Technical officers)



Indic scripts
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The encoding bias

“But why on earth should the order of characters
corresponding to the phonetic segment be considered
logical by an Indian literate? Who says that the
linearity of Saussure’s alphabetic signifier should play a
role in his writing practices?”

“It is therefore all too evident that the alphabetic filter,
the rendering software and the automatic process of
normalization of Indic scripts are the result of a choice
that reflects the need for structural uniformity as
opposed to theemiccultural practicesof the real
user.” (Perri 2009, 736)



Western medieval handwriting

Another assumption underlying the Unicode model is a
one-to-one correspondence between sign
and letter (grapheme)

European medieval handwriting conventions, based on

the Greek or Latin alphabets, use ligatures, brevigraphs
and logographs

They are systematic and ‘regular’ and the underlying
model is incompatible with the Unicode/Gutenberg
one-to-one correspondence between a sign and a
letter in a linear sequence.



Western medieval handwriting
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Western medieval handwriting

pre&dicatorum quoque conversis quorum
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A Platonic standard

“In Unicode — an idealist, abstract, Platonic
standard- there is a clear distinction between the
abstract character — which is the thing that
Unicode provides a code for —and the glyph, or
image, of the character.”

“When a symbol is to some degree iconopoeig, it is
even less possible, less defensible, to divorce the
abstract entity from its visual manifestation.”

Texts have a material and graphic dimension... in
other words, design Is information(Walsh —
Hooper 2012)
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Markup vs cultural diversity

A Markup evolved from early Word Processors

A Markup languages (SGML, XML...) are
hierarchical but texts aren’t really

A Markup represents one perspective
(interpretation?) of the text

A Markup is unable to record variation
adequately

A The more you mark up your document, the
less you visualize...

A Can we really represent our cultural written
heritage in the future with a tool that is rooted
in the past?
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V. Magrelli, manuscript fragment of Ecco la lunga palpebra
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Ecco la lunga palpebra della donna,
il sopracciglio vasto che attraversa
il pensiero dopo la pioggia

e lo illumina. Il suo arco

misura nel silenzio la sera
percorrendo assorto

la chiarita curva del cielo.

Questa ¢é l'ultima porta

d’un antico acquedotto di sguardi.
(ver. def. Magrelli 1980)




XML-TEI

<seg type="1">Questa e l'ultima
<app>
<rdg varSeq="1">traccia</rdg>
<rdg varSeq="2"><del hand="M"
type="overstrike”>traccia</del><add hand="M"
place="right”">cenno</add></rdg>
<rdg varSeq="3"><del hand="M"
type="overstrike”>cenno</del><add hand="M"
place="supralinear”> porta</add></rdg>
</app>
</seg><Ib/>
<seg type="1"> d'un
<app>
<rdg varSeq="1">lungo</rdg>
<rdg varSeq="2"><del hand="M"
type="overstrike”>lungo</del><add hand="M"
place="supralinear”><emph rend="circle”
id="adj_2">antico</emph></add></rdg>
</app> acquedotto di sguardi,
</seg><Ib/>



<seg type=
<app>
<rdg varSeq="1">un pastore </rdg>
<rdg varSeq="2"><add hand="M" place="supralinear">nasce il canto
<note type="arrow" resp="M" place="foot">
<list type="simple" id="adj_list2">
<item><del hand="M" type="overstrike">DOLENTE </del></item>
<item>PERPLESSO </item>
<item>STUPITO </item>
<item><del hand="M" type="overstrike">ATTONITO </del></item>
</list>
</note>
ddéun pastadd>e/rdg>
<rdg varSeqg="3">nasce il canto
<note type="arrow" resp="M" place="foot">
<list type="simple" id="adj_list2">
<item><del hand="M" type="overstrike">DOLENTE </del></item>
<item>PERPLESSO </item>
<item>STUPITO </item>
<item><del hand="M" type="overstrike">ATTONITO </del></item>
</list>
</note>
<del hand="M" type="overstrike">d 6 u<xydel>
<add hand="M" place="supralinear">p er p | e s s o</adld>pastore </rdg>

</app>

>ali suol piedi



The print bias of XML

The evolution of markup tags

1960s 1980s (GML) 1990s (SGML) 2000s (XML)
(Procedural
markup)
markup Markup generalized. arguments to APFs Same, but end tag
describes Print instructions redefined as required explicitly
formatting for Enoved to external\ r:l attribut gosrc‘) vafa A/ >
printing Nprofil eo coaelteamanhngo

APFs (application
processing functions)
linked to macro
names.

Indent 10 . fig position=top. <img <img
SITC=0XXX. |SETO®>X X . | P



Print bias of XML (2)

Direct control of the printer or output

1960s 1980s (GML) 1990s (SGML) 2000s (XML)
(Procedural
markup)

Instructions passed print instructions Specific print Processing

directly to printer wrapped in instructions augment  instructions used to
Aprocess sSigenief iandrkug e pass specific
control so output-related

information

\n[.pn] (set number  :psc. <?.cc 5> <?xml-stylesheet

of next page - troff)  .sp 4i href="default.css"
.epsc. title="Default

style"?>



Born-digital vs born-analog

Scenario Intention Tag Elocutionary
force of tag
Born digital Author encodes a title <titte>The Babylonian captivity Fact
document of the church</title>
Born analog Transcriber sees what <title>The Babylonian captivity Interpretation
(historical looks like a title of the church</title>
document)
i Transcriber sees italics < hi rend=0italicsoxXiThe

Babylonian captivity of the
church</hi>

n Transcriber sees italics, <emph>The Babylonian n
encodes as 0 eappvilyafthe sharch</emph>

g Transcriber decides to <index indexName="titles"> n
index the title <term>The Babylonian captivity

of the Church</term>
</index>



The interoperability problem

A To what extent can we "standardize"
encodings of historical documents? Is

there ever "one and only one way" to
record each feature?

A The TEI defines 556 tags, and even more
attributes. How can properties for text be
chosen by different people that allow

consistent processing (interoperation)
between programs?



Who rules the Web?

In 2015 HTML5 became an official
recommendation and The New Yorker dedicated
an essay to the work of W3C, naming it as the
‘parliament’ of the Web.

But HTMLS is a de facto standard since 2010 at
least, when Apple, Mozilla, Opera, joined soon
after by Google, decided that the Web needed a
new version of HTML to push their products, and
not the XHTML then promoted by W3C as the
hypertext markup language of the future.



HTML wars

As in the days of the browser wars between
Netscape Navigator and Microsoft Internet
Explorer in the 90s, tensions collide (and
versions are released) around the code of the
World Wide Web to control a market which,
after the first Internet bubble, Web 2.0, social
media and the eternal promise of the
Semantic Web have once again enhanced.



Masters of the Web

Controlling the development of HTML means:

A Controlling competition between the types of
software used to access the Web:;

A Controlling mobile applications that can now
compete at the same level as desktop
applications, without being forced to adopt or
implement competing solutions;

A To determine how texts and information on the
Web can be searched and connected, making the
definitive migration from a search for documents
to a search for data.



The “Lock-in" effect

A “The fateful, unnerving aspect of
information technology is that a particular
design will occasionally happen to fill a
niche and, once implemented, turn out to
be unalterable "

A “Lock-in removes ideas that do not fit into
the winning digital representation scheme”

A “Lock-in, however, removes design options
based on what is easiest to program, what
is politically feasible, what is fashionable,
or what is created by chance.” (Lanier
2010)




Conclusions

A Representations are the instruments used
by the power to colonize our imagination
and re-encode our past

A Digital representations/encodings colonize
the performative, invisible space of our
everyday communication

A Standards are stable representations with
a hormative power

A Standards arise when a theoretical/cultural
bias merges with institutional (i.e. social,
economical, political, etc.) support



