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People assume the interface of an open source project is the API surface. The
README. The documentation. The function signatures and the error messages
and the way import requests just works.

For the person who has never contributed to your project before, the first real
interface is none of those things. It's you. An issue response. A PR review. A one-
line comment on a first contribution.

The maintainer is the interface. And unlike an API, this interface speaks back. It
has moods. It has bad days. It can make you feel like you don't belong.

I've made mistakes in my dealings with open source. On projects like Requests
and Pipenv, I got some things right and some things wrong, over the years. This
essay is about what I learned.


http://kennethreitz.org/software/requests
http://kennethreitz.org/software/pipenv

The First Response Is the Onboarding
Experience

Think about the last time you opened a pull request on a project you'd never
contributed to. You probably spent hours on it. You read the contributing guide.
You ran the tests. You wrote the commit message carefully. And then you
submitted it and waited.

That waiting is the most psychologically loaded moment in open source
contribution.

The median time to first response on a GitHub PR is measured in days. For the contributor,
those days feel like standing at someone's door after knocking, not knowing if anyone is
home.

You've put yourself out there. You've said, implicitly: I think I have something to
offer to this project. The maintainer's response is the project's answer to that
implicit question.

A fast, thoughtful response that acknowledges the effort and engages with the
substance makes the contributor feel welcomed and capable. It says: yes, you
belong here. Your effort was seen. Even if the code needs changes, the person
behind the code was received with respect.

A terse "this doesn't match the style guide" makes them feel judged.

I've seen first-time contributors delete their GitHub accounts after receiving terse rejections.
The cost of a cold response is not measured in the maintainer's time saved. It's measured in
the contributors who never come back.

Not because the feedback is wrong. The code probably doesn't match the style
guide. But feedback without warmth is evaluation without relationship, and
evaluation without relationship feels like rejection to the subconscious mind. The
contributor doesn't think "I should fix the formatting." They think "I shouldn't
have tried."

Both responses are technically valid. Only one produces a returning contributor.



from dataclasses import dataclass

@dataclass
class FirstContribution:
"""The moment that determines everything."""

effort hours: float
vulnerability: float
response warmth: float
response days: int

@property
def returns(self) -> bool:
"""Whether the contributor comes back.

The quality of their code barely factors in.
What matters is how the interaction felt.

return self.response warmth > 0.5

People don't leave projects because the code is hard. They leave because the
experience of participating felt unwelcoming. The maintainer's communication
patterns are the project's onboarding experience, whether the maintainer
designed them that way or not.

The API of Human Interaction

Interfaces shape what feels possible, not just what is possible. A project with a
welcoming maintainer feels like a place you belong. A project with a hostile
maintainer feels like a place you're trespassing. The subconscious makes that
assessment before you've read a single line of code.

Good API design and good maintainer behavior follow the same principles. Not
because human interaction is "like" an API. Because both are interfaces between
minds.


http://kennethreitz.org/essays/2026-03-20-the_interface_is_the_subconscious

Sensible defaults correspond to assuming good faith. When someone opens
an issue or submits a PR, the default assumption should be that they're trying to
help. Not that they're wasting your time. Not that they haven't read the docs. An
API that assumes the developer knows what they're doing and provides helpful
fallbacks for when they don't. A maintainer that assumes the contributor is
acting in good faith and provides gentle correction when they're not. Same
principle, different substrate.

Error messages that help correspond to PR reviews that teach. I wrote in
Designing for the Worst Day that "Invalid input"” is an accusation while "Did you
mean..." is a hand extended. The same distinction applies to code review. "This is
wrong" is an accusation. "Have you considered this approach? Here's why it
might work better" is a hand extended. Both communicate the same technical
information. Only one leaves the contributor feeling competent enough to try
again.

Graceful degradation corresponds to patience with imperfect
contributions. A well-designed system doesn't crash when it receives
unexpected input. It degrades gracefully, handling what it can and providing
useful feedback about what it can't. A good maintainer does the same with
imperfect pull requests. The code might not be mergeable as-is. But the
maintainer can acknowledge the effort, identify what works, explain what
doesn't, and provide a path forward. The alternative, rejecting the contribution
outright because it doesn't meet the standard, is the social equivalent of an
unhandled exception. Technically correct. Functionally hostile.

Predictability builds trust. In an API, consistent behavior across endpoints
means developers can form reliable mental models. In a project, consistent
maintainer behavior means contributors know what to expect. Will my issue get
a response? Will my PR be reviewed? Will the feedback be fair? When these
questions have unpredictable answers, contributors can't form a mental model of
how to participate. They leave. Not because they're lazy. Because unpredictable
environments are psychologically expensive, and most people have better things
to do with their anxiety budget.
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# The parallel between API design and maintainer behavior.

# API Design:

response = requests.get("https://api.example.com/data")

# - Sensible default: returns JSON.

# - Helpful error: tells you what went wrong and how to fix it.
# - Predictable: same endpoint, same behavior, every time.

# - Graceful: handles malformed requests without crashing.

# Maintainer Design:

# - Sensible default: assumes good faith.

# - Helpful feedback: explains the "why," not just the "what."

# - Predictable: responds to issues within a known timeframe.

# - Graceful: receives imperfect contributions without hostility.
# Both are interfaces between minds.

# The principles don't change just because

# one is written in Python and the other

# is written in English.

What Happens at Scale

When a project is small, being the interface is natural. You respond to every
issue personally. You review every PR with care. The community feels like a
workshop. People come back. Some become co-maintainers.

Several of the best contributors to Requests started with a single nervous PR. The warmth of
that first interaction turned users into collaborators.

Then it scales. And what happens to a maintainer under load is exactly what
happens to any interface under load: it degrades.

Response times get longer. Reviews get terser. The thoughtful paragraph
becomes a sentence. Then a word. I know this because I lived it. There's a
moment in the Requests issue tracker where my entire response to someone's
contribution was "No." One word. No explanation, no alternative, no
acknowledgment of effort.



At the time, I was simultaneously maintaining Requests, Pipenv, Records, Maya, Tablib,
Certifi, httpbin, and others. Eight projects, eight communities, eight sets of expectations.
The burnout compounds.

The person on the other end didn't see a burned-out maintainer. They saw a
closed door. That's what burnout does to principles. You begin with "Thanks for
this! Great first contribution." You end with "No." Not because your values
changed. Because your capacity collapsed.

A server under too much load doesn't respond with hostility. It responds with
timeouts. With dropped connections. With degraded service. That's what
maintainer burnout looks like from the contributor's side. Not cruelty. Absence.
Or worse, a one-word rejection from someone who used to write paragraphs.

Silence, from an interface, is its own message.

The Single Point of Failure

In 2013, I wrote a blog post called "Be Cordial or Be on Your Way."

"Be cordial, or please be on your way" is still on my values page. The principle was never
wrong. The architecture of making one person the sole enforcer was.

It was my attempt to set norms for the Requests community, to establish that
respectful interaction was a prerequisite for participation. At the time, it felt like
good community management. In retrospect, it was the right instinct expressed
through the wrong architecture.

The instinct was right: the tone of the community matters. How people treat
each other in the issue tracker is part of the project's interface. Norms of respect
make the project accessible to more people. And this matters even more than
most maintainers realize, because a huge proportion of contributors to popular
open source projects are writing in English as a second language.

When English isn't your first language, tone is harder to read and harder to produce. A
contributor who writes a slightly awkward issue description isn't being careless. They're
doing the extra work of participating in a language that isn't theirs. Responding with warmth
costs you nothing and removes a barrier that's invisible to native English speakers.
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The architecture was wrong: when one person is the tone, the norm, and the
interface, the project has a single point of failure that is also a human being with
finite capacity for emotional labor. When that person burns out, the interface
doesn't degrade gracefully. It fails.

And there's a security dimension nobody talks about. A maintainer with publish
access to a package downloaded 30 million times a day is a supply chain attack
vector into every company that depends on that package.

In 2016, someone targeted me with a DNS attack attempting to intercept my GitHub
password reset email. The goal was almost certainly access to the Requests or Certifi
repositories. A compromised package at that scale is a backdoor into thousands of
production systems. Two-factor authentication saved me. Not everyone is that lucky.

A burned-out maintainer is a vulnerable maintainer. A vulnerable maintainer
with the keys to critical infrastructure is a risk that nobody in the supply chain is
accounting for.

The solution, obvious in retrospect, is the same one we apply to any system that
needs to stay available under load: distribute the interface. Co-maintainers as
load balancers. Trusted contributors with merge access. Community moderators
who set tone. The maintainer's values get encoded in a team, not embodied in a
person. The interface survives the maintainer's bad day because it's no longer
running on a single node.

Most maintainers learn this too late.

I certainly did. By the time I understood the problem, delegating the interface felt like
delegating my identity. So I held on until there was nothing left to hold.

The Culture Is Not Written Down

Here's something you learn after maintaining a project used by millions of
people: the culture of a project is not in the CONTRIBUTING.md . It's not in the code
of conduct. It's not in the documentation. Those documents describe the culture
the maintainer wishes they had.

I've read CONTRIBUTING.md files that promise welcoming environments from projects
whose issue trackers are war zones. The document is aspirational. The issue tracker is
empirical.
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The actual culture is embodied in how the maintainer responds to the first
confused newcomer.

A newcomer opens an issue that's actually a support request. The
CONTRIBUTING.md says to use Stack Overflow for support questions. The
maintainer can respond by pointing to the CONTRIBUTING.md and closing the
issue. Or the maintainer can answer the question, then gently redirect future
support requests to the appropriate channel.

Both responses enforce the same norm. The first one communicates: the rules
matter more than you do. The second one communicates: you matter, and here's
how we do things.

The newcomer doesn't read the CONTRIBUTING.md to decide whether this is a
welcoming project. They read the maintainer's tone. They read the emotional
subtext of the interaction. They form an impression of the project's culture in
thirty seconds, based on a single comment, and that impression is more accurate
than anything written in a governance document.

The subconscious reads the mood before the conscious mind reads the content.
By the time they've processed the words, they've already decided whether this is
a place they want to be.

Every Interaction Is a Design Decision

If you maintain an open source project, every interaction you have with a
contributor is a design decision. You may not think of it that way. You may think
you're just reviewing code, or triaging issues, or answering questions. But every
response you write is shaping someone's experience of participation. It's
determining whether they come back. It's establishing norms that other
contributors will absorb and replicate. It's defining the project's culture more
powerfully than any document ever could.

This is not a suggestion to be nicer. Telling maintainers to be nicer without
addressing the conditions that make them terse is like telling a server to handle
more requests without giving it more memory. The constraint is not attitude. It's
capacity.



Recognize that being the interface is work. Emotional labor is labor.
Community management is a skill. If your project has a thousand users and one
maintainer doing all the human interaction, you have an under-resourced critical
system.

Distribute the interface early. Don't wait until you're burned out to bring on
co-maintainers. The best time to share the load is before you need to. Build a
team that can embody the project's values independently of any single person.

Design your communication patterns like you design your APIs.
Consistent, predictable, helpful, patient. Have templates for common
interactions. Not because templates are warm, but because they prevent the
degradation that happens when you're answering the same question for the
hundredth time and your patience has eroded.

Protect the worst-day contributor. I wrote about designing for the worst day
in the context of APIs and tools. The same principle applies to human
interaction. The contributor having a bad day, the one who opened a messy PR
because their executive function is shot, the one who filed a confusing issue
because they couldn't organize their thoughts, that person needs the same
patience from you that the user having a bad day needs from the interface.

Accept that you will fail at this sometimes. You will have bad days too. You
will be terse when you meant to be kind. You will close an issue too quickly or
leave a review that was more tired than helpful. That's not a character flaw. It's
what happens when a human being is the interface and human beings have
variable capacity. The goal is not perfection. It's awareness, and systems that are
resilient to your imperfection.

The Recursive Loop

The recursive loop runs through this at every level.

Maintainer values shape project culture. Project culture shapes contributor
behavior. Contributor behavior shapes the next generation of maintainers. The
person who received a kind PR review on their first contribution learns that open
source is a place where generosity is the norm. When they become a maintainer,
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they replicate that generosity. The person who received a dismissive response
learns that open source is a place where you prove yourself through endurance.
When they become a maintainer, they replicate that gatekeeping.

The culture of open source is not decided in governance meetings or foundation
board rooms. It's decided in individual interactions, thousands of times a day, in
issue trackers and PR reviews and discussion threads. Each one is a data point
that teaches a contributor what kind of community this is and what kind of
maintainer they should aspire to be.

The culture propagates whether you design it to or not.

[.essons L.earned

What I actually know after fifteen years.

You have to give up the keys. This was the hardest lesson. When the project is
your identity, delegating feels like giving away pieces of yourself. But a project
that depends on one person's capacity is a project with a single point of failure,
and that person is going to fail. Not might. Going to. Bring on co-maintainers
before you need them. Give them real authority, not just triage permissions. Let
them shape the interface in their own voice. The project will survive your
absence only if you've built it to survive your absence.

The interface degrades before you notice. You don't feel yourself getting
terser. You don't notice the warmth draining from your reviews. It happens
gradually, like your eyes adjusting to darkness, except in this case you're
adjusting to a diminished version of yourself and calling it normal. Pay attention
to the length of your responses over time. If your average reply is getting
shorter, that's a system metric telling you something about capacity.

Burnout is an architectural problem, not a character problem.

I wrote about the reality of developer burnout in 2017, mid-crisis. It took me another nine
years to understand that the problem wasn't me. It was the system I'd built around myself.

10


http://kennethreitz.org/essays/2017-01-the_reality_of_developer_burnout

I blamed myself for years. If I were stronger, more disciplined, more resilient, I
could handle the load. That framing is wrong. A server that crashes under load
doesn't have a character flaw. It has insufficient resources for the demand. The
answer is scaling the infrastructure, not shaming the hardware.

Repair is more powerful than consistency. You will have bad days. You will
write the one-word "No." What matters is whether you come back the next day
and say "I was terse yesterday, sorry about that, here's a more thoughtful
response." That repair teaches the community something more valuable than
consistent warmth ever could: it teaches them that maintainers are human, that
accountability is real, and that the culture can survive imperfection.

The community remembers how you made them feel. Not what you
reviewed, not what you merged, not what you shipped. How you made them feel
when they showed up with something to offer. That feeling is your legacy as a
maintainer, more than any code you wrote.

The maintainer is the interface. The interface shapes consciousness. Design
accordingly.

This essay extends The Interface Is the Subconscious into the social layer of
open source, applying the same cognitive principles to human interaction. It
draws directly from the experience documented in Open Source Gave Me
Everything Until I Had Nothing Left to Give and the design philosophy of
Designing for the Worst Day. For the recursive responsibility that underlies all of
this, see The Recursive Loop. For the philosophical foundation, see Programming
as Spiritual Practice.
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