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Source code: executable knowledge

Harold Abelson, Structure and Interpretation of Computer Programs

“Programs must be written for people to read, and only incidentally for machines to execute.”

Quake 2 (extrait) Network queue, Linux (extrait)

Len Shustek, Computer History Museum

“Source code provides a view into the mind of the designer.”
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Paris Call on Software Source Code (2019)

UNESCO, Inria, Software Heritage invite
40 international experts meet in Paris . . . The call is published on Feb 2019

“[We call to] support efforts to gather and preserve the artifacts and narratives of the history
of computing, while the earlier creators are still alive”
https://en.unesco.org/foss/paris-call-software-source-code
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https://en.unesco.org/news/experts-call-greater-recognition-software-source-code-heritage-sustainable-development
https://en.unesco.org/foss/paris-call-software-source-code
https://en.unesco.org/foss/paris-call-software-source-code


Calling for preservation: Donald Knuth and Len Shustek (2021)

Communications of the ACM, February 2021
"Telling historical stories is the best way to teach. It’s much easier to
understand something if you know the threads it is connected to."

Let’s Not Dumb Down the History of Computer Science
Donald E. Knuth, Len Shustek

https://doi.org/10.1145/3442377

A unique opportunity

most of the creators are still here: we can talk to them!
but the clock is ticking. . .
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Software Heritage: organising preservation, together

Our mission
Collect, preserve and share the source code of
all publicly available software.

a French initiative (Inria, 2016), in
partnership with UNESCO

the largest source code archive ever
assembled

non-profit, international, built for the
long term

a shared infrastructure — rather than
everyone on their own

Archive growth

29 billion source files, 430 million projects
(March 2026)

https:
//archive.softwareheritage.org

Roberto Di Cosmo Le code source, un patrimoine SIF 2026 5 / 7

https://archive.softwareheritage.org
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A guide to implementation for legacy code: the SWHAP process

Paris Call on Software Source Code
“[We call to] support efforts to gather and preserve the artifacts and narratives of the
history of computing, while the earlier creators are still alive”

Rescue Legacy Software from different media
physical
digital

legacy / unsupported
recent / supported

Curate the code
reconstructing the development history
collecting metadata

And explain and illustrate

We can leverage AI tools to make the process painless, the
result more accessible. Now there is not excuse left. . .
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Source code as a mediator
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	Patrimoine logiciel

