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The main goal of this thesis is to seek an approach to programming languages 
from an artistic point of view. To do so, it is necessary to address the different 
readings that we can make of a piece of code and its influence on today’s 
society, as proposed by the so-called Software Studies. 
All this without losing sight of contemporary art. Since its emergence, this 
discipline has gained relevance due to the presence of technology and 
therefore of software in our daily lives.
 With this thesis, we propose an exploratory study that tries to demonstrate 
the hypothesis and central theme of this research: to consider programming 
languages not exclusively as instruments or tools that allow us to program 
a machine, but to exploit other properties that we find in them, such as their 
artistic and expressive value. In order to put the theoretical part into practice, 
a series of projects and workshops will be created in which an approach to 
programming languages away from their utilitarian function and close to 
experimentation and criticism will be proposed, aimed at people with or 
without programming knowledge. 
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Purpose of the Research and its Importance to the Field

The presence of computer devices in all areas of our lives, both public and 
private, has sparked in recent years an important reflection within the world of 
art and the humanities. Although computers have been related to art since its 
beginnings, as a tool from which to generate work, in recent decades a more 
critical view has been developed towards this use of technology as a tool for 
creation. In the last ten years, this critical position has extended to include the 
very language that encodes and gives life to computer devices, leading to a 
reflection on the need to know how to program as something that is essential 
today. This thesis is part of this cultural challenge: can we approach program-
ming languages from a perspective far removed from their automatism and 
closer to the poetic?

The aim of this thesis is to elaborate a state of the art that will allow us to 
understand the origin of the reflections that are made about software from the 
humanities. This will serve as a basis for analysing the artistic and expressive 
value that we can find in them and on which other artists and researchers have 
already reflected in the past. In this way, the artistic possibilities of program-
ming languages in themselves will be explored: to search within them for other 
functions that are far from the automatism that characterizes them and closer 
to artistic creation.

Another main purpose will be to reflect on the supposed neutrality of software. 
To analyze the political, aesthetic and critical component that both software and 
the activity of writing software contain, and to propose different approaches to 
programming that take these components into account.

Brief Survey of Background and Related Work

Before beginning to analyze the artistic and aesthetic value of programming 
languages, it will be necessary to investigate the process that led from the 
handwritten word to the electronically coded word, passing through the typed 
word. The publication used as a reference for this will be Language, Technology 
and Society by the computational linguist Richard Sproat. In it, this transition 
is presented as a necessary process with the emergence of computing and the 
first programmable computers.  

The emergence of the first programming languages and their democratization 
was accompanied by a reflection on their potential beyond their original func-
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tionality. One of the first publications to explore this idea is the book Computer 
Poems, published in 1973, which includes a series of algorithms whose read-
ing and execution brings them close to poetry. Within this experimentation 
with programming languages we find those known as esoteric programming 
languages (esolangs) that have been classified and analyzed in depth by artists, 
programmers and researchers such as Nick Montfort or Daniel Temkin. In this 
type of languages, although most of them are Turing complete, experimentation, 
semantics or aesthetics are more important than their efficiency as program-
ming languages.

Already in 2012 and within the discipline known as Software studies, we find a 
detailed analysis of the implications that programming languages present today 
carried out by Geoff Cox in his book Speaking Code: Coding as Aesthetic and 
Political Expression. It discusses the political and social implications of writ-
ing code. In the first two of the four blocks into which the book is divided, Cox 
analyzes the nature of code by comparing it in the first block with the spoken 
word (speech) and in the second block by making the inverse comparison, look-
ing at how our speech resembles code from a political dimension. 

In the third and fourth blocks of this book he analyzes our relationship with and 
through code, and in turn analyzes various projects that use code to criticize the 
very structures that have arisen thanks to it.

Speaking Code proposes new forms of criticism and practices that combine 
natural and artificial languages, appealing to the creation of a starting point 
in which to write from a recombination between code and natural languages. 
Following the path proposed in this publication, Mark C. Marino proposes in his 
book Critical Code Studies an analysis of programming languages from their 
political, social and aesthetic component, inquiring into the meaning that writing 
an algorithm has today and emphasizing the context in which that algorithm has 
been written. It seeks to analyze why and how code is written, what meanings 
we can extract and how to interpret what is and what is not written, trying to 
build bridges between the humanities and the sciences.

This search for meaning and analysis of algorithms was previously carried out 
in the publication 10 PRINT CHR$(205.5+RND(1)); : GOTO 10 in which only one 
line of code is analyzed throughout the book. This single line is sufficient to 
expose how to write and read using this type of languages and to try to glimpse 
what position software has in our culture. To try to understand this position, it 
is necessary to approach the functioning of computing today as proposed by 
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John Maeda in his book How to Speak Machine: Computational Thinking for the 
Rest of Us. In it, with an informative tone, the author exposes the main charac-
teristics to take into account when we dive into analyzing and understanding 
what software is today.

A reinterpretation of the software and hardware of a computer is also found 
in the idea of ‘Black Gooey’ described by the artist an activist American Artist. 
Defended in an article and exemplified by a series of artistic installations that 
reflect on the origins of the GUI and its transformations from a black interface 
to a white interface. His thinking is aligned with that of those researchers who, 
using artistic projects, defend the lack of neutrality both in the internal part 
(software) and in the physical elements (hardware) that make up a computer. 

Another link between the humanities and the sciences can be found in the anal-
ysis of programming languages from a humanistic perspective by Annette Vee 
and Warren Sack. In her publication Coding Literacy: How Computer Program-
ming is Changing Writing Annette Vee reflects on the statement ‘everyone should 
learn how to code’ and the real implications that this statement can have in our 
society. Vee emphasizes that spreading programming skills across the popula-
tion will not only lead to people being able to get a job in the technology indus-
try, but also to people using that knowledge in a critical or different way, as in 
the case of hacktivism, and may lead to the emergence of new platforms and 
systems. It will be these deviations in the use of code that we will analyze and 
seek to promote in this thesis. 

Warren Sack, for his part, relates programming languages to the arts in his 
essay The Software Arts. He defends the creation of software as the result of a 
search already begun in the seventeenth century: that of an artificial language 
that would serve as a connection between the liberal and mechanical arts. 
Two chapters will be of special interest for this thesis, the one focused on the 
translation between the physical world and the code and the one focused on 
the relationship between code and rhetoric.

This relationship between code and art, that point at which an algorithm is read 
as a text with expressive capabilities, is a constant in most of the publications 
considered for this research and will be the starting point for building this thesis.
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Description of the Proposed Approach

It is important to emphasize that this is an artistic research. Although this thesis 
involves the approach to areas such as computer science or linguistics and 
authors who are outside the boundaries of art, all of them serve us to build an 
approach, a point of view and a practice all of them artistic. 

In order to approach the subject of programming languages, software, and 
their relationship with contemporary art, it will be necessary to begin by defin-
ing a series of key concepts and ideas that will appear as constants within the 
research. Their definition will allow us to generate starting points and to delimit 
the area of interest. Some of these concepts are: poetry, automated language, 
esoteric languages, transcription, writing, literacy, meta-critic and critic, new 
media art, software, hardware and interface.

Structurally, the thesis is divided into three blocks, the first two being theoret-
ical and the third practical. The theoretical part corresponding to the first and 
second blocks will be built from bibliographical references, articles and web 
pages of researchers and artists, as well as interviews with experts. More specif-
ically, the first of these blocks will focus on the process of word automation and 
this will serve as a thread to elaborate the historical context and then the state 
of the question. This state of the question will contain those investigations and 
theories that have analyzed the various components of software: aesthetic, 
political, critical and social.

The second block will show the various deviations and speculations that the 
art world has proposed with respect to technology, with manifestations such 
as Glitch Art, Net Art or the creation of esoteric programming languages or 
esolangs. For its elaboration it will be necessary to make reference to artists 
in whose projects the software has moved away from its functionality and that 
have served to generate a critique on the own used means.

The third block seeks to demonstrate empirically, through workshops and artis-
tic projects, the theoretical postulates enunciated in the first two blocks. It is 
proposed to use a series of procedures to evaluate the ideas defended in the 
theoretical part. The first of these consists in the elaboration of surveys aimed 
at artists belonging to the field of new media, in which they will be invited to 
reflect on ideas surrounding the hypothesis that concerns us. We will speculate 
on the idea of creating a manual of bad practices that will allow us to experiment 
with the possibilities of the code, relegating its functionality to the background.
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The proposed workshops will seek to transfer the reflections formulated 
throughout this thesis to people belonging to different fields and not exclu-
sively related to the world of art or computing. In this way, the aim is to be able to 
compare and analyse the results for the subsequent elaboration of conclusions. 

Expected Contributions

The expectations and main results of this research are the creation of interdis-
ciplinary fields of knowledge and action that have an impact both within society 
in general and within the processes pertaining to contemporary art.

It also seeks to contribute to the expansion of the frontiers of knowledge within 
contemporary art research by analysing current artistic manifestations whose 
presence in the contemporary world is increasing. Another purpose of this 
research is to highlight the implications of the presence of software for educa-
tion, culture and art today. 

Apart from the theoretical research, a fundamental part of this thesis is the 
creation of artistic projects and interventions that allow to illustrate and put 
into practice the postulates defended. In this way it will be possible to analyse 
empirically the acceptance and viability of the theoretical assumptions.

Progress Towards Goals

This research began in 2019/2020, the year in which I started to collect 
bibliographic material to address the definition of those basic (and problem-
atic) concepts that have allowed me to delimit and focus the research area. 
These concepts serve as the basis for the creation of the conceptual framework.

During this second year, I am developing the first block of research: the concep-
tual framework and historical context, connected to the state of the art. I will 
combine this research with the conceptualization and implementation of artis-
tic projects.
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