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unique problems
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THE CONTEXT

Folk  the old English folc meaning “common people, laity; men;

people, nation, tribe; multitude; troop, army.”

In modern lanuage we use it to mean “of the common people” or “from the

people.” Anything that emerges from the ground-up, from the needs and wants

of regular folk, rather than from large professional, political, or commerical

interests.

 is a collection of oral stories and cultural beliefs people pass through

the grapevine.  is what people make of their own accord, outside the

institutions of Art, usually with an eye towards pragmatism.
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Finnish folkart figurines – Source: Flickr

Czech folkart matchbox covers – Source: Flickr

 are informal taxonomies developed by users on social sharing

platforms. Usually in the form of tags on sites like Flickr, Tumblr, or Instagram.

Designers talk of “folk practices” to describe the ways people creatively adapt

and repurpose objects in their environment to meet their needs. Ledges used as

tables, chairs as doorstoppers, cup handles as teabag holders, and stairs as

seating.

An impromtu table – Source: Flickr
An impromtu cup holder – Source: Flickr

Folk creations fill a gap. They solve problems for individuals and small

Folksonomies

https://www.flickr.com/photos/altfelix11/52280519722/in/pool-figgjonymollebjornwinbladarabia/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/maraid/
https://www.flickr.com/photos/withassociates/3170374666/in/photolist-7d6xg-4HCE7i-2RNw6-47k8M-2GCsq-2ubh5-2mYa2-eTg74y-78UY9B-5Q9ZWb-axbq8b-9QUdR-b2e97-8svSq-agv4Z-qhcqL-8svNR-siMPo-9X5FG-8suTx-8svwN-25CN7-48iZF-aBAm2-4zHWVM-4zMTVE-4zCMVP-4zz1wv-2ze22-4zEFBP-7Te57i-78UY6e-6Vt7g5-7zkzyw-3GXF3K-4A6ESm-r5UJd-oeM3ru-78YPQJ-oyarep-oeVaFo-78UY1T-G2L9t-6Vt745-cH4m9-4zHbHV-4jziP7-gJpyA-gJpyY-gJpyo
https://www.flickr.com/photos/whenitwas/526683840/in/photolist-7X1m7U-8ABefZ-8ABegk-8ABege-7aMjFF-8ABefH-7Thjaq-7Te4Sp-6fKiEP-4zJSZw-72d1Rn-6fQbbW-3AhNEr-3BQqSY-6kuMwE-321RfW-59iQDE-4zGqxT-6fKiRt-sYBiW-8svFt-dSMbC-8svYE-3BEa4y-6fKimt-59iQw1-6dvjvC-pJrgt-m15Tx-6Nrqan-oXqagP-7Thj4s-3AoZw9-NxoKS-4STDGG-3BQ5vm-5sytML-QamEh-pfNsSu-sYBkt-5vDM2j-Qb4Qz-gLWyZ-dPUzu-dPQ4X-Qb2uk-ucY5U8-QanxC-3AndG5-8sv2F
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Folksonomy


communities in a way that that centralised, top-down, industrial creations never

can. They are informal, distributed practices that emerge from real world

contexts. Contexts where individuals have little or no control over the “official”

means of production – of furniture, urban architecture, crockery, artwork, media

stories, or taxonomies. In response people develop their own unpolished,

unofficial, and deeply practical creations.

The world of software and interface design has become yet another place of

centralised, mass production. Large California-based companies produce

monolithic apps and interfaces for a global audience. They're designing for the

broadest, generic use cases to make things work for the greatest number of

people.

No matter how much well-intentioned user research these companies invest in,

they'll never be able to produce software that fully meets the needs of individual

users and culturally distant communities. A situation primed for folk creations.

THE PATTERN

Folk interfaces are when users reappropriate existing software to solve their own

problems. Rather than using applications in the ways designers and developers

intended, they creatively reconfigure them to do unexpected things.

 coined the term folk interfaces while  their

experiments using the browser as a media interface for local files.

Cristobal Scuitto writing about
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Cristobal's browser-as-media-interface

The browser is designed as a place for you visit and interact with webpages. But

as a collection of affordances, it's a rendering engine that can display images,

play animations, accept text, and register user clicks, drags, and gestures. The

data it renders could all be local to your machine. There's no rule saying you have

to browse the web with it.

We could also treat the browser as a JavaScript runtime environment. If you

open up the console tab inside developer tools, you can execute JavaScript code

just like in an IDE. You could check the date and time, write a fizz buzz test, or

call the Hacker News API.



Using the built-in browser console as a JavaScript runtime environment

This requires looking at applications sideways. You can look at an interface and

see it as a clearly signposted user journey you should follow. Or you can see it as

a collection of functions and affordances to repurpose. As raw material, rather

than a guided path.

Spreadsheets are another infamously malleable material for folk interfaces. The

simple concepts of cells, rows, and formulas can be turned into all manner of

things beyond financial accounting.

Here's an entire digital audio work station that  built in Excel:Dylan Tallchief

I made an entire DAW in ExcelI made an entire DAW in Excel

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCIu2Fj4x_VMn2dgSB1bFyQA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=RFdCM2kHL64


Spreadsheet art is another reappropriation of the interface. People make

elaborate pixel art images by colouring in the cells.



The manga character Conan Edogawa created in Microsoft Excel – Source: reijr

Nyan Cat art created in Microsoft Excel – Source: Oscarit07

Here's a  designed to faciliate a session of the role-playing

d l b l l h

character dashboard

https://www.deviantart.com/reijr/art/microsoft-excel-conan-edogawa-777087209
https://www.deviantart.com/oscarit07/art/Nyan-Cat-in-Microsoft-Excel-262768148
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1qw3DMBK4OgF0jai8GDRtKKXZ8oZmzwwO8phXRD5nC1k/edit?usp=sharing


game Dungeons and Dragons, entirely built in Google Sheets:

None of these uses cases could have been predicted or catered for by the

Microsoft Excel product team. They're pure folk creations.

Historically, the term “folk” was used when  and

illiterate peasants. It's fitting that folk practices in software are often developed

by people illiterate in programming. Without access to formal programming

skills, they use what they have to make things work. In ways that demonstrate

profound creativity and logical problem-solving.

Thi i i h S S l d i h l d

talking about the rural poor

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Folklore#CITEREFDundes1969:~:text=The%20folk%20of%20the%2019th%20century%2C%20the%20social%20group%20identified%20in%20the%20original%20term%20%22folklore%22%2C%20was%20characterized%20by%20being%20rural%2C%20illiterate%20and%20poor


This scavenging in the SaaS landscape is how people express agency and

control in a computing environment that limits who has access to programmatic

power. Only professional programmers and designers get to decide what

buttons go on the interface, what features get prioritised, and what affordances

users have access to. Subverting that dynamic is the only way people can get

their needs met with the computational tools they have at hand.

Software isn't first discipline to struggle with this power dynamic between

professionals and everyday people. Architecture and product design have been

at it for centuries.

 is a widely venerated designer who developed the “design for the

real world” philosophy in the 1970's. He advocated for an approach that moved

away from aesthetics and toward solving practical problems for people with

found, local materials. His most infamous design was the 'tin can radio' that

could pick up a one-way signal in rural areas – enough to get a news broadcast.

It could be made out of a single tin can, some copper wire, a rusty nail, and any

avaliable fuel source, for a total of 9 cents in production costs.

Victor Papanek

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Victor_Papanek


Victor Papnek's tin can radio

The Japanese philosophy of  was another movement we should heed.

Developed in the 1920's, it championed the beauty of everyday items made by

“nameless craftsmen” with traditional techniques and local materials. This

pushed against the prevailing cultural trends of moderinism that valued “high

art” made by famous artists.

Mingei

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mingei


It's unclear what the full range of local materials and traditional techniques of

interface design and programming are yet. Perhaps its simply spreadsheets,

browsers, and more accessible  tools. We should be on

the lookout for others. Giving people the raw materials to solve their own

problems is the folkiest way forward.

BONUS CONTENT

In the spirit of reimagining interfaces, please enjoy this collection of “folk art

interfaces” dreamed up by . Such vibes.

end-user programming

Midjourney
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https://www.midjourney.com/
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