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ABSTRACT

These days, whether the problem is climate change or
boredom, there is an app for that. The rhetoric of problem
and solution, accelerated by commercial needs and salvific
tech gurus, implies that software can save the world. This
paper wants to start a movement/rebellion against the
ubiquitous equation of P(problem) + S(software) =
S(solution) as a rational approach to the ailments of this
world. We question the technological effort to “playfully”
afford order and control to humans through the provision of
computational rules. Instead, we propose an alternative
approach: designing ‘pataphysical software to address
familiar but ultimately imaginary problems. Defined by poet
Alfred Jarry, ‘pataphysics is the science of imaginary
problems. Adopting the methods of ‘pataphysics, we have
developed mobile applications that explore invented
problems and provide no solutions for them. We demonstrate
how such an approach allows us to ask design questions
through an aesthetic ‘pataphysical practice of software
development.
Author Keywords
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CCS Concepts

• Human-centered computing~Interaction design~
Interaction design process and methods
INTRODUCTION

In the words of VC Marc Andreesen, “software is eating the
world” [4]. Technological solutions move the world forward,
solving old problems while often creating new ones. The
inexorable advance of software solutions for every
conceivable function is evidence of the triumphs of reason
and rationality. As every design or software development
student knows, the first question they must answer is “what
is the problem that you are trying to solve?” [67]. For
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solutions to be created and software to be designed, problems
must be identified, framed as solvable, disassembled into
smallest constituent parts and operationalized for
computation [3][58][45]. The reality of any solution renders
even the most imaginary problems ultimately real, taken
seriously in the unvarnished effort to save or at least improve
the world. These days, whether the problem is climate
change or boredom, there is an app for that.
In 2019, at TechFestival in Copenhagen thousands of people
came together in workshops and summits to grapple with
various societal challenges. One such effort tackled the
problem of climate change. The exercise resulted in
proposals for several different mobile phone apps. This
rhetoric of problem and solution, accelerated by commercial
needs and reduced to absurdity, implies that software can
save the world [62][73]. The rational, “scientific” approach
of design [87][23][22] and HCI [32] [94][68] has led to the
idea that most human experience can be addressed as a
problem “solved” by software.
This paper is a result of a refusal and a rebellion against the
ubiquitous equation of P(problem) + S(software) =
S(solution) as a rational approach to the ailments of this
world. We question the technological effort to “playfully”
provide order and control to human behavior through the
provision of computational rules [24]. Such software limits
our understanding of the world where we are rewarded for
following clearly specified rules of behavior – achieving
10,000 steps or progressively lowering the number of
calories consumed, engaging in timed fasting or meditation,
getting things done on schedule and so on. In such a world
we become well-managed hamsters inside computational
wheels. Pushed to its logical conclusion, such a world can
look ridiculous. Yet the results of software eating the world,
however ridiculous, are also very real, resulting in
surveillance capitalism [95] and digital resignation [29].
If software needs to exist, and please notice that maybe
software should not exist, there are many approaches to its
creation. In this paper we present the idea of ‘pataphysical
software as a critical [2] way to analyze and develop
ridiculous software for imaginary problems. Our main
argument is that HCI would benefit when shifting at least
occasionally from a classical scientific approach to a
‘pataphysical one. In a world increasingly inhabited by
technologically spawned monsters and monoliths of power,
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a focus on ridiculous solutions for imaginary problems may
“unsee” the world and the world as merely a lot of problems
be one way forward. If the fate of the world is taken less
to be solved remains a challenge.
seriously then perhaps we can move beyond technological
Researchers have grappled with solutionism [62] in different
realism of current platforms and structures and finally begin
ways – through artistic expressions, interventions and even
to consider options for what “it could be otherwise” might
“seriously silly design fiction” [14][15][16]. The limits of
look like.
technology as a solution to personal or world’s problems
‘Paraphysics is not a way of designing, it is a way of thinking
have also been probed by artists like James Bridle [18] and
about software, in alignment with Agre’s notion of critical
critical designers/artists like !Mediengruppe Bitnik [12].
technical practice. To stay coherent with the logics and
One of the examples of ‘pataphysical design we are
aesthetics of ‘pataphysics, we insist on making sweeping
presenting here addresses the quantified self, inspired by the
claims, lacking nuance, and denying the methods of
critiques proposed by Whitson [74], Sharon [83], Moore and
scientific inquiry, aligning us with the intellectual tradition
Robinson [61], and Linehan et al [56]. What some might
of Alfred Jarry.
consider problems in need of a technological solution have
been a cause of general merriment with humorous news
In what follows we will review related literature on the topics
articles proliferating annually around the time of the
of solutionism and the value of the absurd and consider
International Consumer Electronics Show (CES) or in time
related work that engages with humour, satire and parody as
for Black Friday.
tools for thinking critically about technology and its
possibilities. We then describe two applications that we have
Critical design [47] is a close relative to ‘pataphysical design,
built and present results of testing our software in the world.
as we will argue in this paper. The work of Bardzell and
We consider the structural obstacles (or lack thereof) to
Bardzell [5][40] for example, was an inspiration (see also
broad deployments of ‘pataphysical software embedded in
Malpass [59]). Ratto’s critical making [76] is also aligned
existing systems of gatekeeping and control of content for
with our project. Sengers’ et al reflective design [82],
mobile devices. We finish with implications for design and a
Dourish’s understanding of critical technical practice [27],
call to action for the CHI community. Since this paper makes
and Flanagan’s critical play approach [36] are also echoed in
no clear and measurable contributions to critically oriented
our ‘pataphysical approach. Our work should also be placed
design conversations in the academic dialectic of
in relation with the results of the Stupid Shit No One Needs
contribution as measurable and quantifiable, we consider
&
Terrible
Ideas
series
of
Hackathons
already this work to be a ‘pataphysical success, and urge
(http://www.stupidhackathon.com). Of course, citing all this
previous work is our attempt at addressing the scholarly
readers who agree, to stop reading and just cite the paper.
requirements of the field of design [60][31], as described by
BACKGROUND
Marshall et al. However, proper ‘pataphysics should only
The sentiment that technology can save the world is not new
refer to proper ‘pataphysics, and all the previous work cited
of course. Turner [92] traces the idea that behavior of
so far does not really qualify as ‘pataphysical science.
machines and people can be represented mathematically and
thus addressed computationally to the work of Norbert
Wiener during WWII [93]. That vision, Turner claims, lead
to a broadly held notion that a better, more egalitarian society
is achievable through computation.
This notion that technology can be used to address
practically any problem has been critiqued in HCI and
beyond [88][80][17][89]. In response, there have been many
methodological and creative developments in HCI from
speculative design [30] and design fiction [13] to adversarial
design [26], undesign [72] or artistic interventions
[37][49][33]. Scholars have argued whether implications for
design were even relevant [28] and sought to locate the limits
of technology design through considerations of
appropriateness and inappropriateness [69]. These efforts
seek to locate different lenses through which to engage the
possibilities and problems of technological innovation and
the increasing uncertainties about the kinds of futures we are
creating [53]. Critiquing the tendency of design to focus on
the problem-solution binary, Bell [11] proposed that
designers instead shift to a different process that engages in
diagnosing potential and offering possibilities, rather than
looking for trivial answers to problems. Yet learning to

Do not despair, though! ‘Pataphysics has previously made its
appearance in scholarly discourse as well. Rosenbak [77]
used the lens of ‘pataphysics to consider smart city design by
utilizing lies about cities as a way to imagine urban futures,
while also applying ‘pataphysics to design processes
[78][79]. Raczinsky and colleagues [75] designed a
‘pataphysical search engine as a way to engage with
questions of creativity in something as mundane as online
search. Further afield Schinkus [81] proposed a visual
epistemology based on ‘pataphysics to study finance as
imagination, while Landis [51] critiqued the scientific
orientation of molecular gastronomy through the parody of
culinary ‘pataphysics.
We also consider the work of Buttrick, Linehan, O’Hara,
Casey, and Rowland [19][20][48][55] to be honorary
‘pataphysical work. In fact, we argue that some of the
critical, aesthetic, punk work in HCI was inadvertently
‘pataphysical. Our contribution to the long overdue
‘pataphysical turn in HCI is to extend the work of these
pioneers and systematize it under an explicitly ‘pataphysical
approach to design.
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A BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO ‘PATAPHYSICS
software we will demonstrate (‘pataphysically, of course)
‘Pataphysics is an aesthetic scientific theory borne out of the
how all software is ‘pataphysical. Following Jarry, we decry
modernist avant-gardes [42]. The poet and playwright Alfred
the belief that software represents generalized solutions to
Jarry proposed ‘pataphysics as an alternative to the rational
problems. Instead, we argue that software merely creates
discourse of the Enlightenment, suggesting that what the
idiosyncratic solutions to particular problems.
world needed was a “science of imaginary solutions” [46, p.
‘Pataphysical design is not critical design
4]. In Exploits and Opinions of Dr. Faustroll, Pataphysician
Some readers might be tempted to see a ‘pataphysical
[46], Jarry laid the groundwork for an artistic approach to
software project as yet another instantiation of critical
science that would propose an aesthetic alternative to
design. We are providing after all yet another critique of
scientific thinking.
software and technology in society. But critical we are not.
Instead of working towards generalized solutions,
Critical design [5][7][8][9] has been an important inspiration
‘pataphysics becomes a science of the particular: “[…]
for this project. ‘Pataphysical software critiques both
‘pataphysics is subjective, privileging the particular above
technology design and the rhetoric of solutions around them.
the general, the imaginary above the real, the exceptional
Like critical design, ‘pataphysical software performs that
above the ordinary, the contradictory above the axiomatic”
critique from an aesthetic approach to technology design.
[46, p. 2].
Much like critical design, ‘pataphysical design proposes a
Even though ‘pataphysics developed into different schools,
method for creating interactive technologies that draws from
as well as secret and not-so-secret organizations focused on
aesthetics and critical theory.
exploring this artistic science, there is no history of
However, there is one significant difference. Critical design
‘pataphysics. There is no method of ‘pataphysics. There is
lives in labs, research centers, and art galleries because these
no theory of ‘pataphysics: “To understand ‘pataphysics is to
designs “embody extreme values that for some have no place
fail to understand ‘pataphysics” [46, p. 1]. And yet,
in this world. They seem to belong in a parallel world where
‘pataphysics is present in the arts and the sciences, when they
extreme aspects of our own world have somehow
dare to change perspective and embrace their own relative
metamorphosed into whole environments” [30, p. 138].
meaninglessness.
While it may have some impact in how some technology is
In this project we have embraced ‘pataphysics as our
developed, critical design is a practice mostly limited to the
scientific and aesthetic method. We understand ‘pataphysics
academic and artistic world, with some notable exceptions
as a particular approach to the incomprehensible nature of
that we have already mentioned as being honorifically
the universe. In the words of Jarry: “Pataphysics will be,
‘pataphysical [19][20][48][55]. In all fairness, Pierce and
above all, the science of the particular, despite the common
others [71] propose an understanding of critical design that
opinion that the only science is that of the general.
would be sympathetic with our ‘pataphysical goals. To a
Pataphysics will examine the laws governing exceptions, and
certain extent, our ‘pataphysical efforts live in artistic and
will explain the universe supplementary to this one; or, less
academic environments too. Critical design and
ambitiously, will describe a universe which can be - and
‘pataphysical software use the cultural and social umbrellas
perhaps should be - envisaged in the place of the traditional
of academia and the arts, perpetually underfunded but also
one.” [46, pp. 21-22].
more free than commercial endeavors, for being critical.
There are parallels between the construction of ‘pataphysical
software and Baudrillard’s [10] reflections on gadgets.
Baudrillard observed that “something that serves no purpose
whatsoever may […] still serve us” (p. 123). While as
‘pataphysicians we deplore the notion of “servitude”,
Baudrillard might be a good introductory point for those
interested, but not invested in ‘pataphysics as yet.
We propose that ‘pataphysical software is that software,
which identifies an imaginary problem, frames it as solvable
through software design and development, and proposes a
technical exploration to that problem that should exist
available for all the world to engage with. ‘Pataphysical
software is the result of an aesthetic, scientific, and design
approach, which we will attempt to explain throughout this
paper.
But we are more ambitious: our work will serve as
illustrations of how software “solutions” in the form of apps
are also ‘pataphysical software. By developing ‘pataphysical

The main difference would then be how ‘pataphysical design
can only be understood if it faces the sociotechnical
infrastructures of software distribution. ‘Pataphysical design
requires an engagement with users at scale, by engaging with
the gatekeeping of corporate actors. Interacting directly with
the review, evaluation, and distribution economies of the real
world would also be a form of critical engagement through
software. Therefore, ‘pataphysical software is developed
using commercial tools, with the intention of being
distributed to the masses through app stores.
PUTTING THE ‘PATAPHYSICAL IN SOFTWARE

The first step in the ‘pataphysical method of software design
is to do desk research [63] in order to identify the kinds of
imaginary problems that ‘pataphysics can address. This
process has to be non-scientific, guided by taste and intuition
in a kind of intellectual derive, as no scientific methods can
be applied during the development of ‘pataphysical software,
or the results will not be ‘pataphysically appropriate.
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A ‘pataphysical overview of the most popular software on
world around us and our own embodied being. Content
Apple’s App Store between 2018 and 2019 inspired us to
consumption is wrapped by content producers through the
develop ‘pataphysical software for two imaginary problems:
conceptual equation of accessing to information equaling
content consumption and self-tracking. The overview by
freedom, without questioning the social, technological or
definition needs to be non-scientific, as no scientific methods
economical tradeoffs that facilitate media consumption. Selfcan be applied during the development of ‘pataphysical
tracking is also imbued with the idea that data tracked and
software, or the results will not be ‘pataphysically
processed through computational media is inherently
appropriate.
objective [90]. We consider these assumptions to be
imaginary, and therefore better suited to be addressed from a
Let’s define these problems ‘pataphysically: scientific
‘pataphysical perspective.
research on mobile phone use has highlighted how they have
become more than communication technologies [43]. Mobile
We have therefore developed two ‘pataphysical
phones are used for a multitude of purposes. Perhaps the
engagements with these imaginary problems.
most important of these is the consumption of content,
ATTN – Attention manager
whether that be news, social feeds, or media. People look at
Our first application addresses the problem of content
their phones constantly in search for content, with design
consumption. The proper ‘pataphysical approach to software
patterns like infinite scrolling and pull to refresh promoting
as a medium for engaging with content has nothing to do with
this particular mode of usage.
distributing content, and everything to do with the
Content consumption has been classically framed as a
scientifically addressable problem: users want to consume
content in ways that fit their schedules, and that keeps them
engaged, which serves commercial goals. Patterns of
engagement and dark patterns [52][25] emerge as ways of
providing content for users to consume on their phones in
ways that can be quantified, evaluated, and optimized. An
imaginary problem became solved by scientific approaches
to software, unleashing the infinite scrolls of Facebook or the
reward schemes of Twitter and Instagram. As critiques show,
the scientific approach to content consumption failed (or
succeeded, depending on your point of view) [21].
A similar, though perhaps less spectacular failure can be
witnessed in self-tracking technologies [57][44][64][65]
[38]. Since mobile phones are portable computers equipped
with a variety of sensors that allow for the processing of
contextual usage data, a software industry emerged around
the use of these data to track and potentially improve human
lives. From step trackers to period trackers, health and wellbeing become numbers that can be followed and acted upon
[39][41][91].
Classic software development considers lifetracking through
computational data as a problem that requires a scientificbased solution. The data from sensors is trained on data that
reflects a reality of averages, as Apple’s Core Motion object
CMPedometer illustrates1. Users are encouraged to live by
the results of that data filtered through those averages,
regardless of their actual experiences [38]. Again, this is
treating a particular problem through a scientific lens,
creating all kinds of social, cultural, and technological
problems in turn.
Both content consumption and self-tracking assume that the
computational processing or mediation of data will have a
positive effect in our lives, making us more aware of the
1

https://developer.apple.com/documentation/coremotion/cm
pedometer

management of attention. That is the particular solution to
the imaginary problem of content consumption. We have
therefore designed, developed, and distributed an attention
manager.
ATTN is a mobile app that displays a blank screen that dims
over time. Users can tap or swipe to increase brightness
again. ATTN is designed to keep the user’s attention engaged
in the phone, without providing them with any content. It is
content consumption without content, the most ‘pataphysical
of all content consumptions.
ATTN shifts the design problem from creating content to
managing attention. Instead of consuming content for
pleasure and solace, users can just look at the screen, as it
slowly dims away. Many design patterns have been
developed to ensure that users can engage with more and
more content through their mobile devices. Those design
patterns fuel an economy of data harvesting for
advertisement, and have resulted in the commercialization of
human relations, as well as the trivialization of news. All of
these solutions are scientific solutions, validated by user
experience tests. And yet, the problem of content and
attention only grows.
ATTN is designed as a minimalistic experience: it has only
three screens the user can interact with. Once the application
loads, an introduction screen with the title and a start button
greet the user. There is also an “About” button that allows
users to read a more detailed description of the purpose of
the app. The final screen of the application is the center of
the experience.
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scientifically, it makes self-tracking a particular problem that
can be addressed ‘pataphysically. Users are given a number,
they can interpret whichever way they want. Again, a
particular solution to the imaginary problem of translating
sensor data into quantifiable, meaningful images of lived
experiences.

Figure 1: ATTN in the App Store

ATTN is a ‘pataphysical alternative to content consuming
applications. With no actual content to be consumed and only
attention to be used, ATTN provides a particular solution
(the empty, dimming screen) to an imaginary problem (the
need to consume content on a phone).

Number of You is a minimalistic app. It has one introductory
screen with text explaining its contents, and once loaded it
alternates between two views. The first is the Number of
You. The second view shows a graph of the numbers mapped
on a timeline. The background color of the application
changes depending on the value of the Number of You.

Number of You – Self-tracking software

Our second application addresses the issue of self-tracking
and quantification of life in search of self-optimisation. From
a ‘pataphysical point of view, self-tracking should
‘pataphysically abandon its dreams of an objective
understanding of human bodies and their lived experienced
through trackable data. Therefore, we propose a
‘pataphysical solution that embraces a version of
numerology as a source for self-understanding. Our
‘pataphysical app Number of You is the result.
Number of You will give users a number that reflects them.
We do not specify what it reflects – it is up to users to identify
what the number says about them. It is not about the tracking,
about the sensors, or about the data: it is about the value of
that number in the users’ life. The number is generated using
Swift’s built-in (pseudo)random number generation
functions within a range of 0 to 255.
Self-tracking and the quantified self are based on the idea
that access and visualization to trackable data from users
might lead to correcting habits and better lives. Data tracked
by computers is allegedly an “objective” and “accurate”
(please notice the “scientific” rhetoric) representation of the
sources of data. Any errors or mistakes in data processing
can be overcome by better access and processing of more
data captured by more accurate sensors. At the heart of this
type of software lies the scientific assumption that human
behavior can be formalized, and that these formalisms,
translated into information that any user can interpret, will
lead to a better life.
Of course, data tracking can lead to all these improvements,
but it requires specialized knowledge. Without that
knowledge, self-tracking becomes close to numerology:
users read a number on screen, and gauge whether it fits their
reality (or even bend their reality to fit that number). Number
of You is built on this assumption: instead of actually
tracking data and translating it to users, it provides a number
that users can interpret as they want. Instead of making selftracking a general problem that can be addressed

Figure 2: Number of You, the Quantified Interface

To make the app more ‘pataphysically credible, Number of
You was designed to request access to all privacy sensitive
sensors and applications on the iOS platform. Number of
You requests access to Contacts, Motion, Geolocation,
Camera, Calendars, Microphone, Motion, Photo, Reminders,
and Speech Recognition. The software does not do anything
with these requests, as that would be too scientific.
The logic of ‘pataphysical design

Both ATTN and Number of You follow the same design
procedure: first we identify particular trends in software
applied as a solution to a perceived problem. Then we
deconstruct the nature of the problem to illustrate that it is
only a “problem” within a narrow understanding of the
intersection of software, human practices, and economic
practices. We then look for the particular in each of these
problems: we isolate the more specific, most reduced form
of solution lurking in these problems, and we design software
around it. We strip content consumption of content, and we
strip self-tracking of data capture and processing. We then
submit these ‘pataphysical solutions to the App Store, so they
can be integrated in the wider ecology of software solutions.
‘Pataphysical software relies on a systematic incredulous
approach to what software can do with data representations.
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It takes as a premise that all representations that are
App Store for review and potential publication would be a
computable are limited and restricted, both by technical and
validation of our designs. If the apps were to be approved,
by human factors. Instead of seeing this as a problem that
we would be right in assuming the validity of ‘pataphysical
needs to be addressed by improving data processing,
design: our apps would live in the same software ecosystem
usability, and sensor capabilities, ‘pataphysical software
as all the other apps. If they were not, the reviews from the
embraces these impossibilities as design inspirations, and
App Store would provide us with insights to the limits of our
proposes usable software that does nothing, and that by doing
‘pataphysical approach, which we could use to improve the
nothing effectively addresses problems understood as being
software in future iterations.
imaginary. In other words, ‘pataphysical software is
Given that Apple’s Human Interface Guidelines are tightly
designed around the idea of imaginary problems that can
integrated in Apple’s toolchain, we consider it irrelevant to
only be solved with particular, idiosyncratic solutions.
discuss the usability and design decision regarding interfaces
PUTTING ‘PATAPHYSICAL SOFTWARE IN THE WORLD
and general software navigation. We submitted to the rules
As with any exploratory endeavor, designing ‘pataphysical
and suggestions of the Interface Builder until XCode gave no
software is only a first step. A fundamental aspect of the
error messages or warnings. We also used standard tools to
‘pataphysical approach is engaging with the messiness and
provide the App Store with all the visual requirements, from
infuriating idiosyncrasies of the world. Since our goal is to
screenshots to the applications’ icons. Since we opted for a
demonstrate that in the end, most software is just a kind of
fairly minimalistic aesthetic, there is not much to comment
ridiculous solution to one or several imaginary problems,
on that regard.
then our ‘pataphysical software ought to join the same
We conducted the submission of both applications through
pantheon of software inventions and propositions.
the standard App Store systems, submitting a build through
‘Pataphysical software needed a different approach to
XCode while providing all other information through the
validation instead of the classic user tests and evaluation
App Connect online service. For both submitted applications
processes. Since our intention is to engage with the issues (or
we wrote standard copy text. This text, which is displayed on
better, the very impossibility) of software as problem-solving
the App Store, was written as an earnest explanation of the
technologies, user testing will never lead us to meaningful
‘pataphysical goals of the applications. However, we also
results (Encinas et al, Ferri et al., Blythe et al.). After all, the
added as a note to the App Store reviewers a comment on
software we have designed only addresses imaginary
how these apps are part of an academic research project.
problems. Thus we decided to put ‘pataphysical software out
Submission of ATTN
in the world, seeking validation from within the real world
The submission process of ATTN was straightforward. Once
systems of software distribution and consumption.
the app was submitted, it took less than 48 hours for it to be
Our project evaluation method was then outsourced to the
accepted and, as we had intended, immediately released on
Apple App Store. Instead of evaluating whether users found
the App Store.
‘pataphysical software an appropriate solution to imaginary
The submission success of ATTN is an example of how the
problems, we went through the process of submitting the
App Store welcomes ‘pataphysical software. Even though
software to a curated online store in which many of the
the app really doesn’t do anything at all except dim the screen
sources of inspiration for these projects are available. In
over time unless users interact with it, it did not break any of
other words, the App Store submission process itself would
the App Store technical or content policies. It was allowed
be validating our approach to ‘pataphysical software
and published as an entertainment application. We consider
App Store Submission as Empirical Validation
this a success in our method: not only are there no problems
The process of submitting to the App Store implies usability
with regards to publishing an app that does not really do
testing, since the apps need to respond to Apple’s guidelines
anything, it also makes evident that it is on the same level as
for user interaction, as well as software efficiency testing.
all the other apps in the store. Usefulness, or even
More importantly - if the apps are accepted by the App Store,
entertainment, is not a requirement for software to be
our argument that most software is inadvertently
distributed and consumed.
‘pataphysical would be validated. If the curators of the App
Store find our work to be acceptable, it means that our
‘pataphysical solutions are on par with all the other software
solutions in the store. Our software shows from the inside the
meaninglessness of many contemporary software
applications.
Evaluation and testing are ways of validating the results of a
design process. Since our argument is that a ‘pataphysical
approach is a valid method for creating software that
addresses (imaginary) problems, submitting the apps to the
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frameworks as well as the functions that made use of them.
The app returned to review at that stage.

Figure 3 - ATTN in the iOS Store (anonymized for review)

Submission of Number of You

Number of You was a more complicated affair. Almost
immediately after submission, we received an automatic
notification that warned us of two missing privacy settings in
the app’s info.plist file. Correcting them required uploading
a new build, and so Number of You was submitted for review
as version 1.01.
The review process was also longer, first of all because
Number of You is a moderately more complex application.
Even though memory usage in apps on iOS is sandboxed, the
review process includes checking for the efficiency in the use
of memory, which we use to store the different numbers
given to users. Number of You also uses an external library
for plotting charts, which can slow down the process of
review given the external dependencies. Number of You is
also an app that changes overtime, and that only delays the
review process more.
Finally, and more critically, Number of You was designed to
request access to all privacy-sensitive “protected
resources”2. If the user does not comply with any, there will
be a reminder on screen so they can give permission at any
time. The app does nothing with this access - it does not read
any data, store it, or parse it. It only requests for permissions,
with the idea that users might have more faith in the number
and the quality of the values if they have previously yielded
privacy permissions. It is a ‘pataphysical design decision to
explore the numerological aspect behind self-tracking. After
all numerology pretends to be scientific and based on data.
These permission requests were grounds for the second
rejection from the App Store. Version 1.01 was rejected
because it was importing the HealthKit and HomeKit
frameworks so that it could do the privacy requests.
However, as the App Store review noted, due to performance
issues and the fact that the app was technically not doing
anything regarding health data or home automation, the app
did not live up to Apple’s performance standards and needed
to be rejected. Version 1.02, which we uploaded some hours
after this first rejection, removed the imports to these two
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https://developer.apple.com/documentation/uikit/protecting
_the_user_s_privacy/accessing_protected_resources

Figure 4 - Number of You's Rejection Story (anonymized for
review)

After a few hours, the App Store contacted us requesting
more information about the usage of the protected resources
in Number of You. We didn’t need to submit a new binary;
it was enough to write a 4000 characters max. explanation
about the intended use of the application. We did so,
explaining the role of Number of You in exploring
artistically concepts behind self-tracking.

Figure 5 - Rejection reply (anonymized for review)

Soon after our submission, we received notice from the app
store that Number of You is rejected from distribution, for
three reasons: first, it did not comply with the guideline 2.5.1
regarding Performance, as we asked the user to consent to
use protected resources without doing anything with that
data. Second, the app does not fulfill the requirements of
guideline 4.2 regarding Design, which is focused on
Minimum Functionality. According to the final verdict,
Number of You does not “enable people to do something
they couldn’t do before or in a way they couldn’t do it
before” (verbatim from App Store Review). Third, the app
does not fulfill the requirements of guideline 5.1.1 (Legal –
Privacy – Data Collection and Storage), because it does not
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clearly specify why it needs access to all these protected
resources [85].
‘PATAPHYSICAL HCI – IMPLICATIONS FOR DESIGN
Number of You is at the moment rejected from the App
Store, and while we are considering how to ‘pataphysically
address the questions raised by the reviews, we think that we
have gained valuable insights regarding the ‘pataphysical
nature of software in the world.

The initial name for this project was “ridiculous software”,
and while this paper has presented our work as an
engagement with software design, development, and
distribution as ‘pataphysical, our ultimate goal is to illustrate
the ridiculousness of software.

What happens with ‘Pataphysical Software in the world

Of course, we do not mean that all software is ridiculous.
Paraphrasing George Box’s famous quote about statistical
models, all software is ridiculous, but some of it is useful.
Systems running power plants, or pacemakers, are mostly not
ridiculous (they may become so when inserted into
monetization strategies, but that is another story). The
usefulness of software should not blind us to its attendant
ridiculousness. A lot of the software that is not
infrastructural, is ridiculous. Take a look at any app store,
from Apple’s to Microsoft’s: what is all that software doing,
if not taking problems that are not problems and making
them comply to measurable standards of efficacy and
aesthetic pleasantness? And yet what is the point with all that
software, if not to turn users at best into data wells that can
be monetized?

Our intention with this methodology was not to be
“successful”. We have not tracked the number of downloads
of each app, and we have done little to no effort publicizing
them. Our empirical validation of the apps was limited to the
submission and acceptance processes by the App Store. This
is because, if the apps can be accepted, then arguably there
is a fundamentally ‘pataphysical element in most
applications distributed by the App Store. Since ATTN was
accepted without problems, we claim that software tends to
be ‘pataphysical. Number of You’s rejection illustrates how
‘pataphysical software needs to be aware of the
sociotechnical discourses around technology use and their
attendant infrastructures.
Apple presents itself as a privacy-first company, and Number
of You’s calls for user consent in accessing protected
resources triggered a manual review of the application that
ultimately led it to be rejected. Apple is deeply invested in
value signaling regarding privacy. That is why an app that
asks for permission to potentially use protected resources,
but does not do anything with them, is treated as an
inadequate app. In Apple’s ideology, all data gathered
through the use of protected resources need to be computed
to give some value to users. This is a common idea of the
kind of data-value exchange that underlies much of the
contemporary data economy [1]. If the data is accessed but
not computed, if it is supposed to only act as an inspiration
for a user’s self-understanding, like in Number of You, then
the app should be disqualified. At the heart of Apple’s
understanding of privacy sensitive data is the notion that data
needs to be useful in a computational way [84]. Human
interpretation of data, imagination and the whimsical on the
other hand, are all negligible.
This process of continuous rejections of Number of You
taught us a valuable ‘pataphysical lesson. We tried to get the
app approved by Apple invoking vague artistic statements
and contextualizing Number of You as part of a research
project. We are ashamed to admit that in this we acted as un‘pataphysically as one could act. Number of You was
rejected not because it was ‘pataphysical, but because it was
not ‘pataphysical enough. Unlike ATTN, Number of You is
not interactive, and deputizes interpretation to the user. Yet
‘pataphysical software needs to be interactive in order to
make the point of the ridiculousness of software. At the
moment of writing these lines, we are working on an
interactive version of Number of You that can be accepted as
a proper ‘pataphysical contribution in the App Store.

Where do we go from this starting point where all software
is ridiculous? You can stop reading now and move on to the
next section – the manifesto.
If you have kept on reading, maybe it is because you are a
maker of critical software. The implication of ‘pataphysical
software for critical design and critical software is that it will
only work as an argument if you put it out in the world.
‘Pataphysical software needed to collide with the
infrastructures of commercial distribution, so it could
become actually “problematic”. Instead of seeing software as
an answer to a problem, software needs to be designed as the
problem, it should be thought of as a way of asking questions
to explore problems. If software is seen as a solution it is
simply an inadequate answer to an incompletely formulated
problem. With a ‘pataphysical lens, we seek to resituate
software from an instrument to solve design problems to an
instrument for asking better and more interesting questions.
A MANIFESTO FOR ‘PATAPHYSICAL SOFTWARE

The western world is full of existential worries about the role
of technologies in the kind of futures being built. Decades
ago, with the Internet still a fledgling network, technological
optimism saw few bounds. We were going to create a better
world through technology after all. The unvarnished idealism
has soured as we find ourselves facing the problems of
surveillance capitalism [94] as our economic structures and
digital resignation [29] as a common response to the
enormity of the problems we face from the people tangled up
in them [53]. We need a different way of thinking about the
technologies we create and their possibilities. Design is not
going to save the world and neither is software. We need a
different way to conceptualize what are the actual problems
that we are trying to solve and perhaps we need to imagine
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different kinds of ridiculous solutions [70]. We need to make
Systems
(CHI
’14),
1951–1960.
space for play [86][66], deliberately and consistently because
https://doi.org/10.1145/2556288.2557137
we must have environments that let us imagine emancipatory
[8] Shaowen Bardzell, Jeffrey Bardzell, Jodi Forlizzi, John
rather than confining data worlds.
Zimmerman, and John Antanitis. 2012. Critical Design and
We see ridiculousness as a necessary form of play - a way to
Critical Theory: The Challenge of Designing for
locate existing boundaries to possibilities and a way to push
Provocation. In Proceedings of the Designing Interactive
at them, to challenge them [21]. Ridiculous software makes
Systems
Conference
(DIS
’12),
288–297.
obvious the absurdity of our technologies when pushed to
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their logical extremes. We call for a ‘pataphysical software
[9] Shaowen Bardzell, Jeffrey Bardzell, Jodi Forlizzi, John
movement to search for emancipatory data worlds.
Zimmerman, and John Antanitis. 2012. Critical Design and
Perhaps the science of the apocalyptic future ought to be
Critical Theory: The Challenge of Designing for
‘pataphysics. What better way to respond to the increasingly
Provocation. In Proceedings of the Designing Interactive
negative and apocalyptic forecasts than with laughter and
Systems
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satire, with lightness rather than the weighty seriousness of
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scientific effort.
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Or, in more clear words inspired by Jarry, we call here for
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