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SPA2006 Cargo Cults and Angry Monkeys – Keynote Address

29th March 2006

Dave Thomas

1 Personal History

Born in UK, spent a long time in US, also Australia… worked for start-ups etc. BCS Student Representative in about 1975.

Eventually married a client – then formed Pragmatic Programmers with Hunt. Also formed Pragmatic Bookshelf, which publishes lots of Pragmatic and Agile titles.

Helped author the Agile Manifesto.

Known for being contrary!

2 Cargo Cults – History

Some of the following is actually true.

Cargo Cults began in the late 19th century in Melanesia. Aboriginals occasionally found boxes of cargo from shipwrecks. The boxes might contain tools, weapons or cloth – all things they didn’t have and which were useful. They concluded that the Gods had delivered them.

Religions were founded to encourage the Gods to deliver more cargo. It kept coming, but they didn’t figure out how to make it arrive in greater quantities.

In WWII, the Americans set up forward bases on various Pacific islands. In Port Moresby (Papua New Guinea) they cleared a big patch of jungle, built a runway and a control tower. The natives observed that the American way of worship encouraged far greater amounts of cargo to arrive. So they built their own runways with lights, control towers and even fake aircraft to encourage cargo to come.

They were evidently doing something not quite right.

Richard Feynman reported on this.

3 Analogy with Today

How many of us are sitting in bamboo huts with coconut earphones?

The essence of the cargo cult is syntheism – wanting something badly, watching someone else getting what you want and copying them to achieve the same result.

4 The Browser Interface

The IBM 3270 series transaction processing terminals were extremely popular due to their distributed intelligence. Forms were sent to the terminal to be filled in and the whole block of data was sent back in one chunk.

It was great for optimising computer network architectures – not the user’s experience.

Along came the VT100 and its successors, connected to minicomputers. More dynamic – character-by-character responses.

Another ten years – OS/2 and similar interactive interfaces.

Another ten – web browsers: another way of implementing the 3270, just with prettier colours.

The reasons are much the same as before: low cost of maintenance, interchangeability of terminals…

What happens next? AJAX is doing the similar things to the VT220.

5 Another Cargo Cult – communication interfaces

RPC – DCE – CORBA – RMI – SOAP …

More reinvention of wheels!

6 Languages

“GOTO Considered Harmful” by E. Dijkstra – think about what he was doing: proving programs mathematically correct. GOTO causes indeterminateness, so he considered it harmful.

It turned out that proving programs correct was not practical. So the reason for discouraging GOTO was invalid. Yet every single language designed since then has omitted it!

Java had no GOTO and no ASSERT either (until 1.5). If you remove GOTO, you must provide constructs to do what programmers would use GOTO for!

Another example:

Why do languages such as Java put parentheses around conditional expressions? It goes all the way back to FORTRAN, whose compiler ignored white space totally.

The cargo cult here is that verbosity and noise makes code better.

Java is an extreme example – teach it to a complete beginner by writing a “Hello World” program if you really want to be convinced.

Simula is a “really cool” programming language – it had features that many modern languages still don’t, such as co-routines. Subsequently, further really cool languages were invented that borrowed some of their ideas – but didn’t really do it (Smalltalk, Lisp) – and subsequent languages derived further (C++, Java).

These are class-oriented languages, not object-oriented. See Ruby for a better approach. Javascript is actually more object oriented than Java! Try any of the prototype-based languages.

Classes were invented by stamp-collectors! The world doesn’t naturally consist of hierarchical taxonomies – try to find a true is-a relationship! Mix-ins are probably a more useful abstraction than classes.

7 Design Patterns

Like comments, design patterns are another cargo cult. They were put together by a group of very clever people. The pattern book is great. But the fatal mistake was to include code fragments! Design patterns are like books of proverbs – helpful guidelines to experts, but dangerous to beginners. They are not always true – in fact quite a few of them contradict each other.

There’s no need to actually use design patterns explicitly – treat them as a hint, not a recipe.

8 Methodologies

They just capture what has worked once, for some team somewhere. They take no account of your team, your customers, your technology. Yet many teams are measured on how closely they are following a methodology. You should measure them on how far beyond the methodology they are!

Can you invent a methodology from scratch every time? No – too inefficient. You can treat published methods as starting points – select what works for you.

9 Angry Monkeys

This comes from a possibly fictitious
 psychology experiment widely reported. Researchers built a room with four monkeys and a ladder in it. A banana was hung from the ceiling.

As soon as a monkey climbed the ladder to reach the banana, the other three monkeys were sprayed with cold water. After a while, monkeys would stop each other climbing the ladder. When a new monkey was introduced to the cage, the no-climbing rule was still enforced – even after the hoses were turned off – and even after all four monkeys in the cage had been replaced.

So this section is all about uncritical acceptance of “the way we do things around here”.

10 Type Safety

It isn’t about safety, it’s for convenience of the compiler and IDE writers.

It does allow some optimisations and tooltips – and it forces programmers to write declarations.

People accept anything you describe as a safety measure. Java is like a pair of blunt scissors in that they’re safe – but not very effective.

Strictly speaking, this is about static typing. But it doesn’t provide safety really. Dave has some examples of things that cause run-time exceptions really quickly.

So Java brings in templates to make it

Type declarations are “programming chains”. Static typing is “programs in bondage”. Dave predicts a resurgence in weakly typed languages such as Ruby, Smalltalk and OCaml.

“Duck typing” is the idea that if it walks like a duck, and talks like a duck, it may as well be a duck. Flexible typing decouples from a lot of dependencies.

11 Building on Trash

When York Minster started to subside / collapse, new underpinnings had to be added. They found that it had been built on top of at least four previous buildings and detritus – now exhibited in a very nice museum in the basement.

Java and J2EE are growing exponentially – because nothing from the early versions is ever thrown away. There are hundreds of deprecated features, which never get removed. Dave predicts the death of Java in about 18 months.

“If you keep adding new features, no-one will think too hard about the old ones” – but eventually the whole thing collapses under its own weight, like a Ponzi scheme.

11.1 Fear

So what if we’re not backward compatible? Deprecate, then throw away after a decent interval.

“If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it” – wrong, if it ain’t broke, nobody can be using it much.

12 Performance

13 Users

14 Back to Feynman

If you don’t know why you’re doing something, let’s stop doing it! Even if it does work, let’s try something different. You’ll learn something at the very least. You may do it better, and it may even be fun.

Conclusion: Keep doing SPA20XX! The meta-levels are brilliant – take people out of the everyday. Perhaps bring in a couple of “wildcards” to shake things up a little.

15 Questions

What about Ruby and Rails? Ruby has been successful largely as a result of Rails coming along at just the right moment. Unfortunately Rails is based on a MVC pattern, where Continuations might be more appropriate. Still it is the best solution to around 70% of the web sites out there. It probably should be seen as a cult, rather than a cargo cult.

How can you avoid wasting resources on pointless ceremony? Human beings are very bad at gauging causality – possibly connected with their inability to gauge risk. People are even worse at finding negative causality, and very good at hope.

Rails allows you to achieve 30-second iterations. This means that you can work directly with your customer and change things quite fundamentally. But just because it works for Dave Thomas, doesn’t mean it’ll work for you. Slavishly following that recipe would be akin to a cargo cult.



















� A member of the audience found a reference to this experiment – using chimpanzees.
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