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Reading computer-generated texts: examining code as a reading
strategy
Tuuli Hongisto a,b

aDepartment of Philosophy, History and Art Studies, University of Helsinki, Helsinki, Finland; bSchool of Languages and
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ABSTRACT
This article explores code as part of a reading strategy, focusing on a case study
of works produced as part of a programming challenge entitled National Novel
Generation Month (NaNoGenMo). For the challenge, participants needed to
develop a programme that produces an output, most often a creative text,
and make both the output and its source code available to readers. I
approach the NaNoGenMo texts as works involving multiple audiences with
different capabilities. I argue that examining the code alongside the
produced text is a reading strategy that offers a different reading experience
than that of reading the work without the code and that the source code
can provide insights into the work’s authorial intention. As computer-
generated texts are becoming increasingly ubiquitous, discussion of their
authorship is as relevant as ever. This article offers one perspective on this
discussion and on the significance of authorial intention in computer-
generated works.
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Introduction

Digitalization has greatly broadened the scope
of the study of literature. The development of
new technology and platforms has given rise
to new types of narratives as well as shaped
existing genres, such as hypertexts. Entire
fields of study, such as software studies and
game studies, have emerged from the examin-
ation of these phenomena. Digital media has
also complicated the communication process
between the text and reader. The roles of sen-
der and receiver are increasingly merged and
mediated through digital platforms, as evi-
denced by collective modes of writing, such
as writers crowdsourcing ideas or making

poetry out of social media posts. This shift
has also affected the concept of the ‘reader’
and theories on reading strategies. Reader
(and player) theories have been both created
and reformulated to fit digital contexts, as
demonstrated by works on cybertext theory
and non-linear texts (Eskelinen 2012; Pope
2020), games (Dubbelman 2013; Thoss,
Ensslin, and Ciccoricco 2018), digital platforms
(Roine 2019) and other digital technologies.

In this article, I examine reading strategies
in the context of computer-generated texts.
Digital technologies have broadened the possi-
bilities for literary experimentation, and the
resulting computer-generated works can
prompt readers to try unconventional reading
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strategies. I explore this phenomenon through
works produced in an online challenge,
National Novel Generation Month (NaNo-
GenMo),1 where participants develop pro-
grammes that produce creative texts. The
participants develop a programme that gener-
ates a 50,000 word output and share both the
code and the output online. In my study of
NaNoGenMo texts, I focus on the following
questions: How can examining the source
code impact the reading of NaNoGenMo
texts? What role does the perception of author-
ial intention play in their interpretation?

On reading strategies and National
Novel Generation Month

All texts require knowledge and skills on the
part of their readers to be understood: linguis-
tic proficiency, a sense of historical context,
recognition of cultural tropes, and so forth. In
this article, I examine one skill that particularly
affects the reading experience of my research
material on computer-generated texts: the abil-
ity to understand code. Just as understanding
intertextual references when reading a work
like Pale Fire can help the reader to appreciate
the work (Phelan and Rabinowitz 2012, 141),
reading the texts produced as part of National
Novel Generation Month requires specialized
knowledge and skills.

I approach the different ways of reading
NaNoGenMo works as reading strategies. The
NaNoGenMo works have an exceptional qual-
ity: the process of their creation can be accessed
through source code. I suggest that two main
ways of reading NaNoGenMo texts can be
differentiated based on whether the reading
includes an examination of the source code
and produced text. From now on, I refer to
readers using these strategies as code-included
readers (CI reader) and code-excluded readers
(CE reader).2 The article focuses on what read-
ing the source code can add to the reading of
NaNoGenMo texts with the help of the cat-
egories CI and CE reader.

In practice, the boundary between a CE and
CI reader is not absolute. Understanding code
evolves along a sliding scale, and the reader
does not have to understand the code in its
entirety for it to affect the reading experience.
The work can also be appreciated without the
code, just as any literary work can be appreci-
ated without recognizing all of its references.
With NaNoGenMo texts, one reader can also
belong to both CE and CI audiences through
first reading the work without the source
code context and then re-reading it along
with it. Nevertheless, there is a clear difference
between reading code as part of a reading strat-
egy or leaving it out. Making the distinction
between the two readers demonstrates the
effect that the code can have on the reading
experience.

The works produced as part of the NaNo-
GenMo challenge are often unconventional
and challenging to read. There are many ways
to approach these kinds of texts that do not
involve the source code. For example, exper-
imental texts can be approached by abandon-
ing a search for coherence as the primary goal
of reading (Siltanen 2016, 9–11). These kinds
of reading strategies can be used with NaNo-
GenMo texts regardless of whether the reader
has access to the source code or not. As this
article examines the effect that the source
code can have on reading, the exploration of
other kinds of strategies is for the most part
beyond the scope of this article.

Story-generating algorithms,
experimental literature and
NaNoGenMo

NaNoGenMo texts are part of a broader con-
text of programmes that produce stories, so-
called story generator algorithms (Gervás
2012), which have been developed for decades
as part of research on computational creativity.
The development of story generating algor-
ithms has involved efforts to formulate narra-
tive features such as plot and character to a
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computer readable form. For example, outlines
of plot that gave an overall structure to the
texts, called story grammars, have been devel-
oped (Kybartas and Bidarra 2017, 242). Many
NaNoGenMo programmes use similar
approaches, and participants also occasionally
reference early story-generators such as Tale-
Spin (Meehan 1976) and Minstrel (Turner
1994) as inspiration or resources for their
work.3In addition to the study of compu-
tational creativity, computer-generated litera-
ture has its roots in the tradition of
experimental literature. As Scott Rettberg
(2018, 5) points out, computer-generated lit-
erature along with other forms of literature
that examine the capabilities of computer tech-
nology are inherently experimental, since their
writers engage with new narrative and poetic
approaches that emerge from the compu-
tational context. The OuLiPo group, founded
in France in the 1960s, is an example of exper-
imental working methods that influenced later
computer-generated literature. The group is
essential in the field of constrained and pro-
cedural writing, where the writer systematically
uses self-selected rules that go far beyond nor-
mal writing conventions (Baetens 2012).
OuLiPo examines the interface between litera-
ture and mathematics: the constraint can be
thought of as a mathematical theorem, and
the texts produced based on it are different
possible iterations of the constraint (Baetens
2012). The legacy of procedural literature
shows in the NaNoGenMo challenge in that it
emphasizes the process of producing a text,
not just the end result. The challenge also con-
strains the writing process of the participants
by requiring that the text should be compu-
ter-generated and 50,000 words in length.
Many participants challenge themselves with
more restrictions, and as a result, sub-chal-
lenges and related challenges to NaNoGenMo
have emerged. For example, in Nano-NaNo-
GenMo, the source code for the produced
text can be no longer than 256 characters,4

and in NaNoLipo (directly inspired by

OuLiPo), for each day of the challenge new
restrictions are set for the output.5

The NaNoGenMo challenge provides ample
material for researching the reading strategies
employed with computer-generated texts.
Although the challenge is relatively niche and
not familiar to the general public, it has yielded
a great deal of texts to explore. NaNoGenMo
has been organized annually since 2013, and
each year 20–100 people complete the chal-
lenge. The NaNoGenMo projects are diverse
both in terms of their methods and output:
the programmes vary in their complexity, and
the texts are constructed for different purposes,
such as parody and wordplay. Even though the
name of the challenge suggests that the pro-
duced texts are novels, in practice the results
are often something quite different from a
novel, and thus, they require different
approaches from their readers than do novels
in general. The versatility of NaNoGenMo
texts calls for a versatility of reading strategies.

Computer-generated literature and
authorship

In the field of computer-generated literature,
the question of who or what should be con-
sidered the author is always present. The
dynamic of human and a machine is can
show in different forms: the programmers
and writers involved in the creation of the
texts can for example strive for minimizing
their own role, approach the use of a computer
programme as a tool of expression, or play with
the ambiguity of authorship of the work. For
the reader, the authorship of computer-gener-
ated literature is also a point of interest, for it
is what sets the computer-generated works
apart from most other works of literature and
arouses curiosity. This can affect the reading
experience as well, as the reader can ponder
which parts of a text are the result of human
design and which are not.

No computer-generated text stands on its
own without human influence. Therefore
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computer-generated texts are best approached
as collaborative efforts of human–computer
interaction. In general, computer-generated
texts are affected by the programmer, the pro-
gramme and the input (the data the pro-
gramme uses) (Henrickson 2018, 188–189;
Lebrun 2017, 413). This is the case with NaNo-
GenMo texts as well: their authorship cannot
be attributed solely to the programme or the
programmer.

The amount of control the programmer has
over the output can vary greatly depending on
how the programme functions. The program-
mer can set restrictive rules for the programme
to follow, for example regarding the available
vocabulary or the narrative structure. Alterna-
tively, the programmer can use methods that
restrict the production of the output less,
which makes it possible for the text to contain
sections that the programmer could not have
anticipated when coding the programme. For
example, there is a tremendous difference
between a neural-net-based programme that
reads novels and tries to emulate them and a
script that produces the word ‘meow’ 50,000
times.6 In the former example, the programmer
is not in control of the text on a sentence level,
and thus, the role of the programme in the con-
struction of the text is substantial, while in the
case of the latter example, there is no possibility
for generation of anything unpredictable or
surprising.

In addition to the programmer’s influence,
programmes that process large quantities of
data (such as novel corpora) and try to emulate
it are greatly influenced by the data that is used.
The use of various source texts, such as Wiki-
pedia articles or novels from databases like Pro-
ject Gutenberg, is typical of NaNoGenMo
projects. This is one way in which the works
utilize the methods of experimental literature:
the combination of different texts has been
typical, for example in works of so-called
‘uncreative writing’, where texts by other
authors are combined and brought into new
contexts (Goldsmith 2011, 1–4). With

computational methods, copying, combining
and otherwise utilizing textual material is par-
ticularly easy: the vocabulary and stylistic fac-
tors, such as the length of sentences, of the
works in the corpora can be imitated. For
example, a programme that is trained on a
sci-fi corpus and a programme that is trained
on the works of Shakespeare are going to pro-
duce vastly different results. In this way, the
authors of the works in the corpora influence
the produced work and are arguably partici-
pants in the authorial process. The questions
of how authorship and authorial intention are
defined need to be evaluated on a case-by-
case basis when doing a close reading of NaNo-
GenMo texts and their source code.

For the reader, the amount of control the
programmer has in relation to the produced
text is closely related to perceived authorial
intention. What is the concept or idea behind
the work? To what extent is the programmer’s
intention behind the produced text, and to
what extent is it not? Reader’s view on these
questions affects their reading.

The concept of ‘authorial intention’ and its
importance in interpretation has been debated
for many decades. As outlined by Rabinowitz
(2018, 88), and following the publication of
W. K. Wimsatt, Jr. and Monroe Beardsley’s
The Intentional Fallacy (1946) and Barthes’s
influential The Death of the Author (1967/
1977), understanding the intention of the
author has widely been regarded as insignifi-
cant and pointless when interpreting texts.
However, this view has been challenged, for
example, in rhetorical narratology, as the
author’s intention—or at least the reader’s
impression of their intention—is brought into
the analysis. As James Phelan (2017, 27) puts
it, readers generally assume that texts reflect
human agency and are an attempt to commu-
nicate. The reader therefore constructs some
kind of understanding of the author and their
intentions. The trust that the author of a text
is trying to tell the reader something, which
Leah Henrickson (2021, 36–37) refers to as
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the hermeneutic contract, is complicated in
computer-generated works, as the reader can-
not be certain that the author of the text
wants the reader to understand it (Henrickson
2021, 36–37). This is relevant for the reading
experience of computer-generated texts such
as the works of NaNoGenMo. When the reader
is trying to figure out which parts of the text are
dictated by the programmer and which parts
are not, they are trying to figure out which
elements in the text are a result of authorial
intention. I refer to authorial intention in this
sense: as the reader’s effort to understand to
what extent the text is the result of intentional
communication.

When it comes to the two main reading
strategies of NaNoGenMo texts—reading with
and without the code—the process of con-
structing the authorial intention behind the
work can be different. As with reading any
text, the reader of NaNoGenMo texts is faced
with fundamental questions about both the
form and content of the text. Why has the
text been constructed in such a way? What is
it trying to achieve, and does it succeed? The
source code can provide insights into these
questions. It can give the reader a glimpse
into the authorial intention behind the work
—the parts for which the programmer is
responsible. In a reading done without the
code, these kinds of observations cannot be
made as straightforwardly. The CE reader
must rely solely on the text and more conven-
tional ways of constructing authorial intention.

The contexts and paratexts of
NaNoGenMo

Multiple layers of contextual information can
guide the reading of NaNoGenMo texts,
especially if the texts are read in their original
surroundings. I approach these surrounding
elements as paratexts. As defined by Gérard
Genette (1997, 1–2), paratexts are texts that
place the work in its context and sometimes

provide commentary, such as titles, prefaces
and illustrations.

The paratexts created as part of the projects
consist of a variety of materials, such as an
entry written by the programmer or the
names and contents of the shared files. Some
paratexts, such as the titles of the works, can
often be found in the text files as well. I will
mostly focus on the paratext of the source
code. Depending on the project and the pro-
gramming language used, it can be found in
one or in multiple files. When I refer to the
text in the context of NaNoGenMo projects, I
mean specifically the text file shared by the pro-
grammer.7 The text file can be quite simple,
containing almost no formatting, such as line
breaks, but many contributors choose to
share the text in a more reader-friendly form,
such as a pdf file with pagination.

Both the texts and paratexts of the various
NaNoGenMo projects are accessible through
GitHub, where the challenge is hosted. Read-
ing and interpreting this material can involve
navigating the platform and browsing and
comparing different text files. The user of the
platform can also engage in a dialogue with
the participants by leaving comments. GitHub
is a platform for programmers, and this is
reflected in how the texts are presented to
the reader. Typically, when one clicks the
code repository of a NaNoGenMo project,
such as the one depicted in Image 1, the out-
put is just one of the files on display, so visu-
ally the code and output are presented as
equals. Many participants also share the out-
put directly on the GitHub interface, which
means that the visual environment surround-
ing the text is a constant reminder of its ori-
gins. For example, when a text document is
displayed on GitHub, line numbers are auto-
matically shown—a feature that is typically
associated with code files on the platform.

The participants in the challenge target their
work mainly at people who have knowledge of
programming. This aim is evident in how they
address their readers when presenting their
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work. One can participate in the challenge by
posting an entry on the challenge’s webpage,
on the platform. The entry must contain links
to the source code and the output, which in
most cases can also be found in a GitHub repo-
sitory. For the most part, these introductory
comments by the participants outline how the
programme functions and some go over the
code in detail. This draws the reader’s attention
to the source code and shows that practising
and showing others one’s programming skills
is part of the point of participation.

The NaNoGenMo community has a culture
of peer learning and sharing. Coding is creative
work, and the same operating principle can be
implemented in many different ways. The

participants are interested in how others have
solved problems related to the challenge.
They also often comment on each other’s
work and suggest ways to modify the pro-
gramme’s operation. Many participants are
also inspired by each other’s work and, thanks
to open source code, can use parts of each
other’s work to create new projects. Rettberg
(2018, 49) compares this kind of sharing cul-
ture within electronic literature to OuLiPo’s
writing games, where writing is seen as ‘a
form of productive play’.

When taking all these various issues into
account, it seems clear that when it comes to
the actual readers, the NaNoGenMo texts are
primarily produced by programmers for

Image 1. A screenshot from a typical NaNoGenMo GitHub repository.
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programmers. However, it is possible to read
NaNoGenMo texts outside of this context.
The works are usually stable and can be read
linearly, and the reader cannot influence the
progression of the work in any direct way. In
this sense, the works differ from many other
works of electronic literature, such as genera-
tive works, which are texts that have no stable
output and where the reader can choose to
see different versions of the text (see
e.g. Ackermans 2017), or hypertexts and
games, which allow the reader to affect the con-
tent or order of the work (see e. g. Eskelinen
2012; Pope 2020). It is relatively easy to separ-
ate the output from the GitHub platform, for
example by copying the text to a file. Some
NaNoGenMo projects have even been pub-
lished in printed form (see, e.g. Agafonova,
Tikhonov, and Yamshchikov 2020; Montfort
2014). The fact that the texts are read both
with and without knowledge of the source
code is reflected in my categorization of CI
and CE readers. It also means that it is possible,
albeit rare, to encounter NaNoGenMo texts
without being aware of their creation process.
Thus, there can be two kinds of CE readers:
those who are aware that the text they are read-
ing is computer generated, and those who are
or are unaware of it.

The code files for the NaNoGenMo projects
resemble other paratexts, such as forewords, in
the sense that they contextualize the work for
readers. They have a similar function as that
of footnotes in editions of novels aimed at stu-
dents, which provide the readers with context
that helps them to ‘join the authorial audience’
(Phelan and Rabinowitz 2012, 140). However,
while contextualization of the work is a key
aspect of the role of the source code in the read-
ing experience, there is much more to the pro-
cess. The code provides a view onto how the
text has been constructed and its underlying
aims in a way that is incomparable to that of
footnotes, prefaces or other paratexts
traditionally found in printed works. As the
examples in the next section show, seeing the

‘anatomy’ of the text through code can enhance
the reading.

Reading with the source code

The significance of reading the code is mani-
fested in the content of the NaNoGenMo
texts in multiple ways. This is especially clear
with highly conceptual projects, where knowl-
edge of the source material and the creation
process of the text are needed to appreciate
the work. The integral role that the source
code can play in the reading is illustrated by
the following example, an excerpt from a
poem from one of the NaNoGenMo projects:

Sin
A wing, a color
Otherwise me
Course lover
Act brain

At first glance, there does not seem to be much
coherence to the poem. The reading experience
is different, though, for a CI reader who sees
how the programme functions. The poem is
produced by a programme that writes an out-
put where each word has a number of charac-
ters corresponding to a digit of pi.8 The
programme can take any text as its source
code. In the final work, the programmer used
Anne of Green Gables to generate the poem.
The programme allocates the words of the
text it has received to specific lists based on
their length and then, following the digits of
pi, selects words from a corresponding word-
list. A CI reader can track this process by read-
ing the code. For example, as can be seen from
the code excerpt shown in Image 2, each word
from a given input text (fwords) is allocated to
wordlists based on their length.

For a CI reader who knows what to look for,
the reading is altered after seeing the code:

Sin (3)
A (1) wing, (4) a (1) color (5)
Otherwise (9) me (2)
Course (6) lover (5):
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Act (3) brain (5)

Knowledge of the operating principle of the
programme transforms the reading experience.
Still, knowing how the programme operates
leaves a lot of room for interpretation—for
example, why was Ann of Green Gables chosen

as the source text, or what is the meaning of
arranging the work according to digits of pi.
However, being familiar with this organizing
principle in the first place is what makes asking
these questions regarding the interpretation
possible, marking a significant difference
between the CE and CI reader.

Image 2. An excerpt from the source code of a poem generator.
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In some NaNoGenMo texts, code and text
are intertwined in a way that highlights themes
of the work. This can be seen, for example, in
utilizing structures typical of coding in the
text. It is challenging to produce long coherent
texts with computational methods (van Stege-
ren and Theune 2019, 65), so NaNoGenMo
participants have had to use their creativity to
produce such texts. One way to achieve this is
to utilize one of the cornerstones of program-
ming: the loop structure. With a loop, one
can for example produce short texts that are
iterations of the same segment of code, and
tie them together into a longer text. Some par-
ticipants have taken advantage of the inherent
repetition of the loop structure by making it
the text’s central stylistic device. This is the
case with a text named Any day in 20209 that
is a diary full of log entries that all contain
descriptions of the same activities (such as lis-
tening to a podcast, watching videos, playing
games) for the whole 50,000 words (see the
excerpt below). The text is produced by
rearranging and repeating a group of sentences
written by the programmer.

Wednesday the 20th of May 2020

Did some writing on the new book. Made
some moves in a game of nomic. Got a new
board game in the post. I hope this US elec-
tion won’t end badly. Read an
interesting article. Watched some short videos.

------------------------------------------------

Thursday the 21st of May 2020

Made some moves in a game of nomic.
Watched some short videos. Did some
background reading for the new book. Lis-
tened to a podcast. Thought how I should
walk more, I used to walk all the time. I hope
this US election won’t end badly.

------------------------------------------------

Friday the 22nd of May 2020

Played a board game. Watched some short
videos. Listened to a podcast. Did a

cryptic crossword. Read an interesting article.
Played some videogames. Did some
background reading for the new book.

The loop structure in the code creates entries
that resemble each other, which in turn creates
the eerie impression of the protagonist living
essentially the same day over and over again.
With repetition, comes the association of
mechanicalness: in the text, the life during the
pandemic is made to seem like it could have
been computer-generated. In Any day in
2020, the code and the text form counterparts
to each other: the loop structure is used to cre-
ate a mechanical impression, so that the con-
nections between a human and a machine are
present not only in the production of the text
but also in its thematics. In this way, the read-
er’s attention is drawn not only to the end
result, but also to the process of producing
the text. Reading the work in its original con-
text with the source code amplifies this effect.

Reading the code can also be a part of the
work’s appeal in and of itself. When examining
the code, a CI reader can see how the text is
made—the text’s ‘anatomy’—which can be a
point of interest. Especially in the case of
rule-based programmes, where the program-
mer has a great influence on the output, read-
ing through the code reveals how the text is
constructed. Programmes that produce text
types with strictly defined features; poems
with a particular rhyme structure illustrate
this point quite well. For example, in a NaNo-
GenMo project that produces a collection of
limericks, the variation of lines can be exam-
ined in the code. Below is an example of a lim-
erick produced by the programme:10

There once was a woman meditating porthole
She rewired but couldn’t flagpole
With nannies febrile
She emerged awhile

Her work as a bartender was sinkhole

As can be seen from the example, the poem fol-
lows the rhyme structure aabba characteristic
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of limericks. The poems are constructed line by
line: the rhyme structure must be considered,
as the following excerpt shows:

WRITE line1 allwords 1
WRITE line2 allwords 1
WRITE line34 allwords 2
WRITE line5 allwords 111

In this source code excerpt, lines three and four
use a different wordlist (allwords 2) than the
rest of the poem. Lines 1, 2 and 5 share the
same wordlist of rhyming words (e.g. porthole,
flagpole and sinkhole), while lines 3 and 4 use a
different wordlist and thus share a different
rhyme (e. g. febrile and awhile). This is how
the use of different rhymes is ensured for
these lines of the poem. The lines are con-
structed by selecting a sentence structure and
assigning values from appropriate wordlists to
complete the line. The excerpt below shows
the selection of possible first lines for the
limericks:

There once was a _PERSON.MANWOMAN_
_VERBING_ _RHYMEA_
There was a _ADJ_ _PERSON.MAN-
WOMAN_ _PREP_ _RHYMEA_
_PERSON.NAME_ was a _PERSON.MAN-
WOMAN_ who _VERBED_ _RHYMEA_
a _PERSON.MANWOMAN_ called _PER-
SON.NAME_ who _RHYMEA_
There was a _PERSON.MANWOMAN_
_PREP_ _PLNOUN_ _RHYMEA_12

As the excerpts indicate, there are five possible
sentence structures for the first line. Words
written in uppercase letters represent different
word lists, such as names (PERSON.MAN-
WOMAN), different verb inflexions (VERB-
ING; VERBED), prepositions (PREP) and so
forth. The word lists can be examined in the
GitHub repository as well, making the process
of constructing the limericks even more trans-
parent. Jumping between different files to form
an understanding of how the text is constructed
allows the CI reader to appreciate the features
that have been taken into account but also to
take a critical stance on the text if something

is found to be lacking, such as a clear, concise
point in the case of limericks. This process
can provide a CI reader with more insights
than the mere output– for example, by making
genre features very visible in a way that might
be illuminating for a reader who is unfamiliar
with them.

Due to the disparity between the knowledge
level of CI readers and CE readers, the NaNo-
GenMo texts are examples of a singular text hav-
ing two kinds of audiences, one of which is more
informed than the other. This kind of double
audience can be recognized in works that are
aimed at readers with different education or
knowledge levels. Phelan and Rabinowitz
(2012, 141) present Huckleberry Finn as one
such example, and Brian Richardson (2007,
259) points out a similar phenomenon in chil-
dren’s literature, where different messages are
communicated to children and adult audiences.
In some cases, a more knowledgeable critical
reader might even take pleasure in feeling
superior to a naive reader of the text (Eco
1979, 9–10). This kind of setup can be inferred
from many NaNoGenMo projects as well. The
reader with the possibility and competence to
read the source code can feel like they under-
stand the work in a way that would be imposs-
ible for someone coming from outside the
NaNoGenMo community. Despite this, CE
readers can find meaning from the texts using
different reading strategies that do not involve
reading the source code. For example, in the
case of the pi poem, a CE reader may appreciate
how the rearranging of words from Anne of
Green Gables presents Lucy Maud Montgom-
ery’s vocabulary in a new light or find interest-
ing or amusing word associations.

Different readings of NaNoGenMo
texts—critical perspective, authorial
intention and the Eliza effect

As the examples show, examining the source
code of NaNoGenMo texts can affect their
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reading. The visual environment that the work
can be found in (most often a GitHub reposi-
tory) encourages the reader to take a look at
the source code as well as the produced output.
Nevertheless, the text can be read indepen-
dently of the context. How do these two read-
ings—reading the work with and without the
source code—differ?

For one, for a CI reader the construction of
authorial intention plays a greater role. The
source code can indicate to what extent there
is authorial intention in a text. For example,
the names of the functions, wordlists and vari-
ables of the code can communicate the prin-
ciples and goals for the produced text. For a
CI reader, it can also be easier to grasp the
‘point’ of the work. This is especially true
with projects where the process of developing
the programme is more important for the pro-
grammer than the output. For instance, in the
case of the aforementioned limerick pro-
gramme, the programmer cites their desire to
try out a certain tool for text generation,
which is explicitly prioritized over producing
as good quality output as possible.13 Without
having access to these kinds of insights pro-
vided by the source code, a CE reader can
miss out on contextual information that
would help manage expectations for the text.

Access to source code also makes it possible
to evaluate the process of producing the text.
Letting the reader see the code reduces the hier-
archy between the author(s) of the programme
and the reader and allows the reader to take a
critical stance from a technical standpoint:
what could have been done better in terms of
how the programme functions? The context
of the challenge as a chance for the participants
to exhibit their programming skills even
encourages this kind of reading of the texts. A
similar type of evaluative stance is much harder
to take without having access to the paratexts
and the competence to assess them.

In the case of computer-generated texts,
such as the NaNoGenMo works, people’s ten-
dency to ascribe more intelligence and

complexity to computer systems than they
actually possess can also affect the reading.
This phenomenon is called the Eliza effect,
named after the famous interactive computer
system Eliza, created in the 1960s by Joseph
Weizenbaum (Wardrip-Fruin 2012, 24–25;
Weizenbaum 1966). It was possible to have a
conversation with Eliza just by typing any set
of words with a typewriter connected to a com-
puter, after which Eliza would respond by typ-
ing an answer back (Weizenbaum 1966, 36).
The answers were crafted based on a currently
active script, the most famous of which was a
script that mimicked a psychotherapist (War-
drip-Fruin 2012, 27; Weizenbaum 1966, 42).
The script behind Eliza is quite simple: it is
based on picking out keywords and phrases
from the input given by the conversation part-
ner and then inserting them into prewritten
sentence structures (Weizenbaum 1966, 36–
39). Despite its simplicity, Eliza was assumed
by many of its users to be complex because
interacting with it could resemble a coherent
dialogue (Weizenbaum 1966, 36–39). As illus-
trated by the Eliza effect, knowledge that the
text was being computer-generated might
inspire readers to assign more meaning to the
text than they otherwise might. The compu-
tational origins of the text make it exceptional,
and thus more interesting.

The Eliza effect can impact the reading of
NaNoGenMo texts as well. In addition to CI
readers, readers who read the text without the
code can be aware that the text is computer-
generated. For example, even when reading
published versions of NaNoGenMo texts, the
paratexts such as forewords, can disclose the
creation process of the work. Sometimes the
computational origins of a work can also be
inferred from the style of the text. As War-
drip-Fruin (2012, 36–38) and Weizenbaum
(1966, 36) note, the Eliza effect often fades—
or does not come into effect in the first place
—when users of a programme can understand
how it works. In this sense, CE reading could,
depending on the work, bring more sense of
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wonder to the reading experience than CI
reading.

Finding meaning in some NaNoGenMo
texts can be challenging for the reader. For
example, in the case of the poems based on
the digits of pi, there are no mechanisms for
ensuring meaningful links between consecutive
words. The words are selected using a function
that picks the words at random, with the only
requirement being the appropriate length of
the word: this leads to a lack of semantic cohe-
sion in the text. With these kinds of texts, both
the CE and CI reader can of course apply
unconventional reading strategies to interpret
the text. For example, as put by Richardson
(2012, 155), the reader can put aside the normal
rules of reading and instead look for occasional
‘islands of meaning’. Similarly, a reader of
experimental poetry might deploy various
reading strategies, not all of which aim at
searching coherence (Siltanen 2016, 9–11). In
the case of randomly generated NaNoGenMo
texts, even without the aim of semantic cohe-
sion, the texts can offer meaningful word pair-
ings by accident. The sheer length of a
minimum text of 50,000 words guarantees
this result. Another matter is whether finding
these ‘islands of meaning’ in a randomly gener-
ated text would remain an interesting task for
the entire duration of the text.

Although abandoning the search for coher-
ence might work better for randomly generated
texts than conventional reading strategies, the
reading of them clearly differs from that of see-
mingly similar texts written by humans. Here
the hermeneutic contract comes into play. Even
seemingly unintelligible texts are typically seen
as being the result of some kind of communica-
tive intention that the reader is left to decode
from the text (Henrickson 2021, 36–37). In the
case of computer-generated texts, however, the
reader cannot be certain of this—at least not
without the context of source code. A randomly
generated text is an extreme example of this lack
of communicative purpose, at least when it
comes to conveying semantic content.

For a CI reader, understanding the aims of
the programme and the context in which it is
produced can reduce the feelings of discomfort
and frustration that texts with no cohesion can
cause. For a CI reader, knowledge of the source
code is a constant reminder that while NaNo-
GenMo projects can be approached as literary
works, their point can be just as much about
trying new things in programming as about
the readability of the output.

Conclusion

The NaNoGenMo texts can be read either with
or without their source code, and the question
of which approach is more fruitful is not clear
cut. What is clear is that there is a disparity
in the knowledge level between these two
approaches. The source code can give the CI
reader information that helps them manage
expectations and interpret the work. It also
provides the reader with an opportunity to
approach the text as a kind of map that can
be used to find out how the work is con-
structed, which in and of itself can be interest-
ing. In this sense, the reading experience can be
considered lacking without the context of the
source code. A CE reader, depending on their
interpretation and preconceived notions on
computer-generation could for example dis-
miss the work entirely because it is not up to
par with human-written texts—which might
not be the aim of the work. On the other
hand, a CE reader can also be affected by the
Eliza effect, allowing them to see something
more meaningful and deep in the text than
the operation of the programme would war-
rant—this is an experience that is inaccessible
once the reader has read the source code.

As natural language generation algorithms
are becoming increasingly more ubiquitous,
the assumption that texts derive from human
experience, with the purpose being that of
communication, needs to be reconsidered.
Compared to natural language generation pro-
grammes that are completely opaque to their
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users and raise uncertainty on whether or not
the produced text has any communicative
intent, the NaNoGenMo challenge provides a
sharp contrast: it celebrates open-source code
that allows readers to appreciate—or criticize
—the creation processes of the works.

Notes

1. Homepage of the challenge: https://
nanogenmo.github.io/.

2. Many reader models distinguish between the
actual, empirical readers and the ideal recipi-
ent of the text, who forms an appropriate
interpretation of the work. This idea has
been expressed in different forms, such as
Umberto Eco’s (1979) model reader, Wolf
Schmid’s (2010) abstract reader and Wayne
C. Booth’s (1961/1983) implied reader. In
the same vein, I refer to a ‘reader’ as an
abstraction that can be inferred from the
text rather than actual, empirical readers.

3. See for example threadswhere participants share
resources for the projects: https://github.com/
dariusk/NaNoGenMo-2015/issues/1, https://
github.com/dariusk/NaNoGenMo/issues/11

4. The challenge was launched in 2019: https://
nickm.com/post/2019/11/nano-nanogenmo-
or-nnngm/

5. The challenge was launched in 2018: https://
github.com/eseyffarth/NaNoLiPo2018

6. These are actual examples from NaNoGenMo
projects. The first one is a neural network-
based program trained on Phillip K. Dick
novels (https://github.com/NaNoGenMo/
2021/issues/38), while the latter is a tongue-
in-cheek submission by one of the admins
of the challenge (https://github.com/
NaNoGenMo/2019/issues/105).

7. With the NaNoGenMo challenge, the source
code and output are separate and it is the out-
put that receives the label of being the pro-
duced ‘novel’. Thus, the aim is not to make
the code into something literary, which is a
genre of its own (see, e.g. Marino 2020, 203–
204).

8. Link to the project: https://github.com/
NaNoGenMo/2021/issues/91.

9. Link to the project: https://github.com/
NaNoGenMo/2020/issues/20

10. Link to the project: https://github.com/
NaNoGenMo/2021/issues/13.

11. Source: https://github.com/verachell/
Limericks-NaNoGenMo-2021/blob/main/
limericks.txt.

12. Source: https://github.com/verachell/
Limericks-NaNoGenMo-2021/blob/main/
sentences/Line1.txt.

13. See the creator’s submission at: https://github.
com/NaNoGenMo/2021/issues/13.
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