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Issue 089: Ruby



By Adrian Kosmaczewski, February 2nd, 2026

Welcome to the 89th issue of De Programmatica Ipsum, about Ruby.

We are thrilled to welcome Graham back to the newsroom! We are also introducing “Arts”, a new category exploring the connection between programming and the arts.

In this edition:


	Graham describes the patterns that explain the rise and popularity of Ruby.

	Adrian raises a warning against the putrefaction of the Ruby community.

	In our Vidéothèque section, we watch Eileen Uchitelle explain the magic behind Ruby on Rails.

	In the Library section, we review “Eloquent Ruby” by Russ Olsen and “The (poignant) Guide to Ruby” by _why.



Download this issue in DRM-free PDF or EPUB format, and read it on your preferred device. You can also subscribe to our RSS feed, featuring the full content of our articles.

We would like to thank our patrons who generously contribute every month (or have contributed in the past) to our work and help us run this magazine. Thank you so much! In alphabetical order: Adam Guest, Adrian Tineo Cabello, Benjamin Sheldon, Christopher Nascone, Colin Powell, Franz Lucien Moersdorf, Guillermo Ramos Álvarez, Jean-Paul de Vooght, Dr. Juande Santander-Vela, Patryk Matuszewski, Paul Hudson, Quico Moya, Roger Turner, Szymon Licau, and countless more leaving anonymous tips every month.

Enjoy this issue! Please share our articles on social media, or contribute if you would like to support our work with a donation via Liberapay.

Cover photo by Pavel Avakumov on Unsplash.




The Great Xerox Compromise



By Graham Lee, February 2nd, 2026

I think of NeXTSTEP as one of the best compromises ever pulled off by the commercial computing industry. Xerox’s PARC laboratory showed people Smalltalk and the Personal Dynabook, giving people in the late 1970s one possible vision of the future of computing. This vision proposed that computing be made (morally) individual and accessible. Though, given the limitations of 1970s hardware, it was far from financially accessible.

It is clear that Steve Jobs and the other folks at NeXT bought into that vision, and asked what commodity pieces they could use to bring that vision towards (and eventually, tortuously, into) the mass market. Here is their shopping list:


	A high-end Motorola-based UNIX workstation.

	The BSD operating system, and CMU Mach kernel.

	Adobe’s Postscript.

	Ethernet networking: another innovation from Xerox PARC.

	Sony’s magneto-optical storage technology: a kind of early Minidisc.



But how to make UNIX work like Smalltalk? Another great compromise — the Objective-C programming language. A tool from Stepstone that turns C functions into the implementations of Smalltalk messages. As we discovered, Objective-C’s great compromise was exactly what NeXT needed in the mid-1980s, but it did not take long before it looked more like yesterday’s technology than the future’s (and I say that with much love).

The late Dr. Brad Cox’s great insight was to integrate C programs with Smalltalk messages. The message replaces the UNIX pipe as the unit of conversation, carrying a richer information package to the destination program. Unfortunately, Objective-C’s implementation of this insight leaves a lot of C-ness — a lot of yesterday’s news — in the message, leading to C programs talking to C programs with little indirection. Programmers still need to concern themselves with allocating and freeing memory on C’s heap — I count five different memory-management systems over the years in Objective-C — and still need to worry about how C programs handle different C types when they arrive in a message.

But great insights stick around, so people looked at this compromise, tweaked some of the parameters, and tried again. Ruby enters our story at this point, but another compromise needs mentioning first.


Java

The Oak team at Sun took Smalltalk, and a heavy dose of learning from Objective-C, and created a system where the UNIX (or other operating system) was irrelevant and the C was accessible. This was a huge success in its own right, but stranded every program inside the great Java galaxy — so much so that if you wanted a program you wrote in another language to speak to your Java code, your easiest path was often to port your other programming language to the Java virtual machine.



Ruby

Ruby came along within a few months of Java, and picked a different place in the compromise spectrum.

All of the UNIX. Ruby is a scripting language designed to be a more ergonomic way to control a computer than the Bourne shell. In fact, when I first encountered Ruby, that is what the evangelist enthusiast showed me: an alternative to Perl or Python (and I was very happy with Perl, thank you).

All of the Smalltalk. Everything in Ruby is an object and everything responds to messages. And, like Smalltalk, everything is garbage-collected, so no more C memory management.

Almost none of the C. It is there, and you can extend Ruby with C, but it is far from automatic. You need to do all the work to adapt the Ruby and C galaxies where they meet; though these days, the fiddle and ffi gems make this easier than it used to be.

Maybe people will evaluate other points in this compromise space. Maybe they already have. Maybe — just maybe — a different vision of the future of computing will reveal itself, and we will start making new compromises along the way to that future instead.



Rails

As you saw, I did not encounter Ruby as the default programming language for web backends many people saw it as (though it never actually became more popular than PHP at any point); I was shown a nicer Perl. The comparison with Perl is important, in that it is the first programming language I ever encountered to which people pinned their whole identity.

At the time, I did not understand it, as I had already used BASIC, Pascal, Modula-2, Amiga E, C, Objective-C, Bourne Shell, Java, Perl, Emacs Lisp, JavaScript, Python, various assemblers, and probably some other things. To me, programming languages were tools. Sure, some of them were nice tools, some were less nice, some were easy to apply to a given problem, and some were harder to apply. I always thought that was down to me.

But here were grown-ass adults with way more software engineering experience than me, calling themselves “Just Another Perl Hacker” and explaining how There Is More Than One Way To Do It.

I liked Perl (I still do, and I still use it), but I was never going to call myself a Perl Hacker any more than I would call myself a Bread Eater in a supermarket, or a Screwdriver Twister in the hardware store.

Encountering Ruby, and Ruby users, was the second time I met a community of one-tool artisans. Actually, it turned out to be two communities that slightly overlapped due to Ruby, and that nuance was important. One community was the Ruby community. These were the people who gave interesting talks at Ruby conferences — usually not about Ruby, or even about computers — and enjoyed interesting conversations after. They were the people who believed not in TIMTOWTDI but in MINASWAN (Matz Is Nice And So We Are Nice); both when it meant being nice, and when it meant “please do not judge us by our actions, we already told you we are nice”.

The second community was the Rails community. Rails was a popular web application framework, implemented in Ruby because Ruby is the sort of language that makes it easy to design something that looks like Rails (in the same way that Objective-C makes WebObjects look natural, and Smalltalk makes Seaside look natural).

The web became popular at around the time OOP became popular, so most web frameworks are made out of objects even though a web server interaction is typically a function that maps its request to its response with maybe one side effect.

The Common Gateway Interface (CGI) made it easy to turn a web request into a UNIX command, and the command’s output into a response, so we got a second generation of web frameworks that were made out of UNIX: the LAMP (Linux, Apache, MySQL, Programming language) stack. Personally, I used Maypole via Perl.

Rails was, in the spirit of the Great Xerox Compromise, one of each of the above. It was a UNIX tool made out of a scripting language (Ruby), and it was object-oriented because it was made out of Ruby. That made it familiar to refugees from WebObjects or Java Servlets. It also ran on Linux, which in the few years following the dot-com crash came with a huge benefit: it did not cost money.

Despite this, Rails programmers did spend money, They spent it on their laptops: Rails was the second community to push Apple PowerBooks into becoming the default programmer laptop, after the Java galaxy. Not even Reese Witherspoon’s iBook in “Legally Blonde” pushed Apple’s stock price up so much.

They spent money on their text editors, with most opting for the then-proprietary (and Apple Design Award-winning) TextMate.

These days, if you see someone in a café with a MacBook, there is a good chance that they are using Final Cut Pro to edit their next TikTok video. In the late 2000s and early 2010s they were more likely to be trying to emulate the success of Flickr, Basecamp, Shopify, or GitHub, launching a startup backed by a quirky domain name and a Rails application.

Rails was is powerful, easy to use, and cheap, and therefore its fate is inevitable. It must be less “current” than the latest fad in web application technology, and therefore the “wrong” choice even though it is an entirely adequate choice. It must become the legacy code that pays the bills while the vanguard attempt yet another rewrite in Phoenix, Node, Deno, Vapor, or whatever got released between drafting this article.

As such, the Rails community has largely dissipated — moving on to newer things, or finding themselves embarrassed at failing to notice the political angle to people who make web applications to control and atomize the workforce. This is probably a good thing for the distantly-related Ruby community, who can get back to discussing Ruby and things entirely unrelated to Ruby.

Maybe they will be the people who create the next big compromise.

Cover photo by Ian Talmacs on Unsplash.





The Putrid Stench Of Decadence



By Adrian Kosmaczewski, February 2nd, 2026

The list of acceptance criteria for papers submitted to the 4th History of Programming Languages (HOPL) conference held in 2021 were the following: they had to refer to languages created before 2009, that were widely used around 2011, and that had great influence in other languages that followed. Let us be very clear: Ruby fulfilled those three criteria, and by a large margin, yet the conference did not feature a talk by Matz about it, instead featuring a presentation about Groovy, a language that borrowed from Ruby much more than just the name as an inspiration.

We are holding no grudge against the organizers of the HOPL conference, who we hold in very high esteem in this magazine. Pascal suffered the same fate as Ruby, for example, although Wirth did show up at the third HOPL (2007) to talk about… Modula and Oberon. Admittedly, the criteria for selection are strange. But let us not drift away from the subject of this month.

Many articles in this magazine feature the phrase “younger generations” and this one should be no exception, simply because we are talking about a language whose apex happened 20 years ago, a time before Lady Gaga, before the Arab uprising, before ICE disappearing people, before waking up every day to an increased risk of World War III happening the next minute.

Ruby was, by far, the hottest programming language of the mid-2000s. The most important driver of its hype train (pun intended) was, of course, Ruby on Rails, which yielded an unusual amount of IPOs in the NASDAQ. Merely two months ago, Rails celebrated its 20th anniversary since the release announcement of its first version.

Rails’ success pushed the Ruby programming language to the frontline, following a similar process whereby WordPress pushed PHP, Django pushed Python, and Node.js pushed JavaScript. 2005 was the time of Web 2.0, of script.aculo.us, of Prototype.js, of being the 2006 TIOBE Language of the Year, of merging with Merb, of deploying apps with Capistrano (admittedly, one of the first tools featuring something akin to “configuration as code”, and an ancestor to Puppet, which was also created with Ruby), and so many more beautiful events.

Ah, the things you could do with Ruby blocks, and the beautiful APIs you could sprinkle in your code with them.

The following is a quote we used in a previous article about Smalltalk, and we reproduce it here because it faithfully conveys the feeling of bliss, innocence, and wellbeing of that era:


I always knew that one day Smalltalk would replace Java. I just didn’t know it would be called Ruby.



This phrase is attributed to Kent Beck, quoted by Giles Bowkett in a July 2007 blog post titled “Smalltalk, Outside The Ivory Tower?”.

Ah, does not this feel good? Well, spoiler alert: the honeymoon is over.

It all started with Ruby and its “major flaw”, one that has always tainted its perception by journalists and entrepreneurs: Ruby is slow, suffering from the stigma of early Twitter’s “Fail Whale”. Such claim was really never entirely true, for various reasons.

First, thanks to the many implementations of the Ruby interpreter, some of which are specifically built for performance, like TruffleRuby for the GraalVM.

Second, thanks to the C API that allows Ruby to interact with raw native code. This mechanism has certainly helped many low-level libraries to achieve extraordinary benchmarks.

Third, thanks to the fact that newer systems following the microservice architecture enable developers to defer performance-critical payloads to be created with other languages.

Finally, and also worthy of mention, thanks to the outstanding research conducted around Ruby, to make it ever faster, safer, while keeping its developer-friendly character.

But the damage was done, and the psyche of journalists and entrepreneurs proved to be quite resistant to change.

To add insult to injury, Rails was the last bastion of the monolith era, and since the release of Docker it has lost some of its appeal, in particular around developers building applications targeting Kubernetes deployments (which is Latin for “lots of them”). Fashion matters a lot in the world of programming, as it does in pretty much every other human activity. The history and evolution of the language was covered by others, and we are not going to expand on this aspect.

In the meantime, Ruby inspired other notable programming languages (hey HOPL organizers, re-read the previous sentence and make sure you invite Matz to the next conference around 2035, thank you so much). The most prominent of these heirs are (in the opinion of the author of these lines) Crystal (built on top of the LLVM toolkit) and Elixir (based on the foundation of BEAM and Erlang). They both borrowed Ruby’s syntax and visual layout, admittedly a favorite one by many programmers, but opting instead for a faster runtime or implementation paradigm behind the curtain.

These days, however, Ruby’s over reliance on Rails and its outspoken creator (we are being polite here) ended up becoming its downfall (even dropping out of the top 20 at the TIOBE index… I know, the ignominy). While some authors discover in astonishment the opinions and manners of a particular person and others sign open letters to the community, the current situation and the need for a change in the governance of the Rails project are no surprises at all to us old timers with a little bit of memory. Let us travel back to 2008:


But if you accept the premise that this kind of statement won’t change anyone’s mind, and is ultimately ineffective – even counterproductive – what are we left with? What purpose does the statement “stigma of being a Windows developer” serve? I can only think of one: David gets off on putting other people down.



And that makes him kind of a douchebag.



Which also means when you’re using Rails and OS X, you’re using the platform of choice for douchebags.



(“Douchebaggery”, by Jeff Atwood, published February 26th,… 2008.)

The current problems around the Ruby galaxy do not end there, sadly. We also have to mention the RailsConf fiasco of 2025. And then, how Shopify took over Bundler and RubyGems a few months later, a move akin to Microsoft co-opting the whole JavaScript galaxy for itself, through the purchase of npm and the preeminence of TypeScript everywhere.

Hannah Arendt, German-American philosopher and historian, wrote the following about the trial against Adolf Eichmann:


The problem with Eichmann was precisely that so many [other Nazis] were like him, and that the many were neither perverted nor sadistic, that they were, and still are, terribly and terrifyingly normal. From the viewpoint of our legal institutions and our moral standards of judgment, this normality was much more terrifying than all the atrocities put together, for it implied—as had been said at Nuremberg over and over again by the defendants and their counsels—that this new type of criminal, who is in actual fact hostis generis humani, commits his crimes under circumstances that make it well-nigh impossible for him to be aware or to feel that he is doing wrong.



(As quoted in “Hannah Arendt and Kant on Eichmann and the Banality of Evil” in The Montreal Review, January 2025.)

The Ruby community is in deep turmoil, and to be honest, I am deeply troubled and concerned, even if I am not a dweller of that galaxy anymore (which I was, though, and very enthusiastically so, for a long time). The current issues are, in my view, a reflection of the (truthfully degraded) state of the world, and the appalling level of impunity enjoyed (and promoted, most notably over social media) by some powerful spheres of influence.

I feel I need to emphasize this: Matz’s original philosophy, that one of creating a language that would make programmers happy, is still, and more than ever, a very valuable proposition, despite the lack of empathy, respect, and decency of some prominent members of its community. Higher values must be upheld at all costs, before more of those “Little Eichmanns” take over the world of technology, one project at a time.

I would gladly welcome a HOPL V talk about Ruby, but not in the current conditions, and certainly not if driven by an overtly hostile agenda, at the antipodes of the original ideals put forward by the early Ruby community. It is high time for a change.

Cover photo by Tanya Barrow on Unsplash.




Eileen Uchitelle



By Adrian Kosmaczewski, February 2nd, 2026

It is seemingly impossible to talk about Ruby without talking about Rails, and this article will not be the exception. This web framework has had a both terrific and terrible (some would say oversized) influence in the past 20 years, and has, against all odds, regained interest in a world of microservices, DevOps engineers, containers, and Kubernetes clusters. Rails has been able to adapt to the unknown, from the burgeoning cloud services of 2005 to the latest fads, but always gathering a chorus of frowning eyes around the “magic” it uses and enables.

Precisely, let us talk about the magic of Rails. Some would say there is not enough, many swear there is far too much. Some argue that it makes it very hard to create fast code, some argue that time-to-market is a better measure of productivity.

The jury is still out, but one thing is sure: Rails broke havoc in a world of endless Tomcat XML configuration files, boilerplate code only for infrastructure purposes, long build times, and even longer deployment cycles. It provided a valid answer to the eternal problem of the impossible dialogue between tech and business.

Twenty years ago, the possibility of a new approach for web applications was long overdue. Rails happened precisely at a time when the word “Agile” was starting to become mainstream; talk about being at the right time at the right moment. Even Apple noticed, publishing an article about it in its now-extinct “Apple Developer Connection” website; the parallels and similarities between Rails and WebObjects were too obvious to ignore (and there was a lot of cash to be made selling MacBooks to enthusiast Rails developers).

The Rails craze started one day, with a young developer conducting a live demo in Brazil, in which he crafted a rudimentary yet complete blog engine in just a few minutes (you have no idea how much uttering the previous sentence was science fiction in 2005). The recording of that session is still around (arguably, one of the oldest videos available on YouTube), and apart from the annoyingly high-pitched voice of the author and the low quality of the audio, is quite impressive even by today’s standards.

But we are not going to talk about the creator of Rails, who has been getting a (definitely this time) oversized amount of attention during the past 20 years, a fact that has irremediably altered his ego and hubris beyond repair. (However, for those still interested in the story of how Rails came to be, there is a CultRepo documentary online you might enjoy.)

Instead, this month we are going to look elsewhere for wonder. Enter Eileen Uchitelle, senior software engineer at Shopify and member of the Rails core team at the time of the video, who delivered this month’s Vidéothèque entry around 2 years ago, as a closing keynote at the first Rails World conference of 2023, titled “The Magic of Rails”, exploring the philosophy, architecture, and technical patterns at work behind the curtains of Rails.

Regarding its philosophy, Ms Uchitelle states that Rails is modular by design, yet remains cohesive by default. Once again, that old tension between coupling and cohesion, which some of you might remember from computer science classes, is more than ever of importance in these days of containers and microservices.

The current architecture of Rails allows developers to use specific components without the entire framework, something that was not entirely possible in the first releases, as those with good memory will remember. Not only that, but Rails uses a lot of agnostic interfaces, for example making swapping databases seamless. Rails’ ORM, called “Active Record” in a clear nod to Martin Fowler’s pattern of the same name, providing a simple save method to INSERT or UPDATE objects on a relational database, was quite a sight back in the day. The same idea was then extended to many other segments of the framework, like the Active Storage system, providing abstractions for various types of file systems with an identical API. In other words, by employing abstract classes, Rails creates agnostic interfaces for databases and storage services, forcing concrete adapters to implement specific behaviors.

On the technical side of things, Ms Uchitelle explains that Rails is composed of 12 distinct gems, with a component called “Railties” acting as the glue that binds them together. She detailed how the framework uses initializers and load hooks to manage boot order and lazy configuration.

But what about the magic itself? Well, it is all about metaprogramming. This big word is Latin for “dynamically generating methods at runtime”. Now that is what I call magic, like model objects suddenly getting methods that include names of other models, all linked together through foreign keys in the underlying database. “Give me all the patients of Dr. Smith” now becomes a simple call to @smith.patients, a method seemingly coming out of nowhere. Why is that? Well,

class Doctor < ApplicationRecord
  has_many :patients
end


And even better, you can go from a single patient to its doctor. You get the idea. (By the way, if metaprogramming sounds appealing, Graham has written an article in this edition that you will surely find interesting.)

Ms Uchitelle concludes her talk throwing well-deserved kudos and flowers to the huge community of users and maintainers who support Rails day after day.

Speaking about the Rails community, it would be unfair to end this article without a big shoutout to all those voices that have contributed to the growth and the development of both Ruby and Rails in the past two decades. Suffice to mention Linda Liukas (creator of the awesome “Hello Ruby”) website, Sandi Metz, Nadia Odunayo, Katrina Owen (co-creator of Exercism), Aaron Patterson (who gave the closing keynote at the last Rails World conference), and Gary Bernhardt, among so many others.

Watch this month’s Vidéothèque entry, the keynote at Rails World 2023 titled “The Magic of Rails” by Eileen Uchitelle, on YouTube.

Cover snapshot chosen by the author.




_why



By Adrian Kosmaczewski, February 2nd, 2026

Most people traverse this industry in silence, duly writing, debugging, and deploying their code in whatever way ensures their salary or stock option grants; some others become unexpected stars in a firmament that would otherwise be dull and uneventful. And since in this magazine we celebrate not only the technological but also the artistic, we have the honor and privilege of reminding every serious (ahem) software developer that being silly and childish and playful is a valid choice. Today’s Library entry, precisely, falls in this category.

On the first pages of Kathy Sierra’s “Head First Design Patterns” you will find a picture of a man from the 1950s facepalming and exclaiming, “I can’t believe they put that in a programming book!” The reaction is not anodyne, nor was the Ms Sierra’s intention; software is a serious profession, and we make serious things. It is, precisely, an engineering activity after all, just like Margaret Hamilton had proposed to refer to it.

We are serious. That is why we conduct job interviews asking people to reverse linked lists on a whiteboard, and once we hire them, we prevent them from joining worker unions, and we sit them in a noisy open space with free granola and a huge foosball table in the middle.

We are serious. That is why we also expect the books of our profession to follow Kernighan’s rule and feature a “Hello, World!” on the first page. Like, for example, Dave Thomas and Andrew Hunt’s famous “Programming Ruby” book, traditionally referred to as “the PickAxe book” in the Ruby community, and which includes not one but two “Hello, World!” snippets, in pages 6 and 7.

Some of us, however, cannot take any more of this bullshit seriousness, and we look for outlets. Remember our article about programming artists? We have continued to honor those outcasts as often as possible: the aforementioned Kathy Sierra, Douglas Hofstadter, Geoffrey James, Andy Clarke, Jens Müller & Julius Wiedemann, Alex Wiltshire & John Short, Pastor Manul Laphroaig, Vikram Chandra, and even our beloved Dr. Dobb’s Journal of Computer Calisthenics & Orthodontia, one of the inspirations for the magazine you are reading right now.

This month’s Library entry is no exception. In the middle of the Ruby frenzy of the early 2000s, an unknown software developer only known as “_why” (yes, with an underscore) or “why the lucky stiff” started making headlines in Slashdot (Hacker News was not yet a thing, kids) with unusual (it is an understatement) publications, conference talks, and code, all orbiting around the Ruby galaxy.

Among those gems (pun intended), you could find an unusual piece: “_why’s (poignant) Guide to Ruby”, a book illustrated by the author, featuring the most unexpected introduction ever made for any programming language since the dawn of computing.

Imagine a book filled with comics, foxes, and a plea for collaboration:


Now, if you ever have read a book, you know that no book can properly start without an exorbitant amount of synergy. Yes, synergy. Maybe you didn’t know this. Synergy means that you and I are supposed to cooperate to make this a great reading experience.



The quote above reminds me of Argentine writer Jorge Luis Borges, who also advocated for this uncanny, asynchronous, seemingly impossible yet fundamental connection between reader and writer:


I think that the reader should enrich what he is reading. He should misunderstand the text; he should change it into something else.



In August 19th, 2009, _why decided to disappear from the web, and overnight, all of his code, tutorials, and books went away. Among these, of course, the original website of his (poignant) guide to Ruby.

A bunch of fans gathered together years after his disappearance and salvaged as much as possible from archives and backups, compiling everything in a website titled “_why’s Estate”, celebrating the memory of a unique moment in time. Among those reconstructions, you will find a new location for the (poignant) guide to Ruby, and even a freely downloadable PDF somewhere else.

Legendary French writer Antoine de Saint-Exupéry once wrote a short book you might have heard about, telling the story of stranded aviator meeting a child lost in the desert.


Les grandes personnes ne comprennent jamais rien toutes seules, et c’est fatigant, pour les enfants, de toujours et toujours leur donner des explications.



It is indeed very tiring to have to explain everything to adults. You know why? Because your inner child sees more than your serious, professional eyes ever will.


– Adieu, dit le renard. Voici mon secret. Il est très simple : on ne voit bien qu’avec le cœur. L’essentiel est invisible pour les yeux.

– L’essentiel est invisible pour les yeux, répéta le petit prince, afin de se souvenir.



In 2012 we learned that the cause of _why’s disappearance was the disclosure of his identity against his will, including his personal address and other details, because you know how some people are not able to cope with leaving others in peace in this world: they just need to ruin everything for everyone.

Let this article be a belated “thank you” to _why, wherever he is, for all the chunky bacon — readers of the poignant guide will understand.

I need to quote Borges once again, because I really wish to stress the correlation between reading and pleasure:


Against the idea that reading should be a chore, Borges constantly stressed the idea that “reading should be a form of happiness.” Instead of feeling guilty about what you haven’t read, he advised that readers enjoy reading exactly as they pleased. As he put it, “I believe that the phrase ‘obligatory reading’ is a contradiction in terms; reading should not be obligatory. Should we ever speak of obligatory pleasure.”



In this sense, Borges believed that reading was an even more crucial activity than writing. He likened the process of reading to traveling or falling in love. And like love, one has to rekindle it over and over again. As he put it, “It is re-reading, not reading, that counts”.



If you are the kind of person that can cope with beauty, if you instinctively realize that the essential is invisible to the naked eye, if your inner child has not yet been obliterated, and if you are tired of pretending seriousness, then feel free to read “_why’s (poignant) Guide to Ruby” and, as a side effect, learn some Ruby.

Otherwise, do not even bother.

Cover photo by the author.




Russ Olsen



By Graham Lee, February 2nd, 2026

Programming languages have settled into a comfortable middle age, with most coming to resemble one another. Many use some variety of ALGOL-derived structure, maybe with the occasional feature that first made its appearance in a LISP variant. Execution starts at the beginning of the file, or the entry point function. Each statement runs in sequence — except the ones with the magic keywords that say something else happens. Edsger Dijkstra would be perfectly at home using any of these languages, with the cognitive toolbox he developed in the 1960s. So why do they look so different?

Mostly, it is because communities of practice develop around these programming languages, and these communities have different rules. Étienne Wenger came up with the idea of a community of practice to describe the observation that people who share a passion come together to perform their shared passion, and get better through these interactions. Such communities develop distinct identities, based on the way that they communicate how they do what they do — and also on what they do not communicate. Tacit knowledge — the unspoken norms in a community — acts as a kind of reinforcement of the strength of membership. It is not necessarily gatekeeping for a community to have tacit knowledge; these are not the secret mysteries of some shadowy guild. They are things that nobody bothers mentioning because everybody thinks that everybody else already knows them.

As such, what we learn from looking at a different programming language in the 2020s is not so much a different way of programming, as it is a different way of programming. We learn what the community around that language values, the tricks they think are clever (and the tricks they think overly clever), and the ways of using their tools that communicate membership in the community.

As Adrian explored in our C++ issue, “Effective C++” is a description of the family of distinct programming languages that comprise C++, and guidance of which of those you should be using. Other programming galaxies provide similar material: “Effective Java” tells you which bits of the Java language to avoid. Famously, “JavaScript: The Good Parts” is a fraction of the size of a definitive guide to the language. This book very clearly delineates the “bad” areas of JavaScript, devoting much of its slim space to telling you how to stop remembering that they exist.

Two programming galaxies take a different approach: they take great delight in showing you all the features the language has on offer, and the fun you can have by trying them out. Perl is one, and Ruby is the other.

A guide to Java would probably steer you away from the Reflection API. A Swift book would tell you that its runtime metaprogramming capabilities are mostly there for backward compatibility. “Eloquent Ruby”, a book by Russ Olsen, dedicates seven chapters to metaprogramming and invites you to fill your boots.

We start, however, with the chapter that tells you what the rules of engagement for the community of practice are: Write Code That Looks Like Ruby. Throughout this chapter, we receive guidance to create code that is “readable”; of course, implicitly this means “readable to people who like to read code that looks like this”. Readable to members of the community of practice. Readable to Rubyists.

The remaining chapters give guidance on using the various features of Ruby: strings and symbols; objects and classes (of course, as Everything Is An Object™ in Ruby); the regular expression API; and the aforementioned metaprogramming facilities. Each chapter contains about a page on what you might see “in the wild”, helping to contextualize its advice or identify alternative ways of doing the same thing. It also contains somewhere between a paragraph and a couple of pages on “staying out of trouble”: guidance to avoid problems caused by, for example, using a symbol where you need a string, or vice versa.

It is here that we see the difference between the programming galaxies. Guidance on C++, Java, JavaScript, and friends tells you which bits of the language to avoid in order to get your work done. Guidance like “Eloquent Ruby” shows you what the language is capable of, and waits to see what creative things you produce when you make use of them.

Cover photo by the author.
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thanks to Why's even infants can learn Ruby!
Poignant Guide... it's just that simple!
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