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July 6th, 2026



Welcome to the 94th issue of De Programmatica Ipsum, about Killer Apps.

In this edition:


	Graham argues that the “Killer App” phenomenon is in danger of extinction.

	Adrian enumerates some examples of “App Killers”.

	In our Vidéothèque section, we watch the moment Dan Bricklin told his team about the release of the first IBM PC in 1981.

	In the Library section, we review “Using ARexx on the Amiga” by Chris Zamara & Nick Sullivan.



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 Joshua Coleman on Unsplash.




Where Are The Killer Apps?
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By Graham Lee



I have more experience with situations where apps have already done the killing, than I have with being onboard with a killer app. I never used VisiCalc, for example, joining the spreadsheet revolution long after the field was already overfull with competitors (I certainly used some similar spreadsheet on the Dragon 32, but really got going with MiniOffice on the Amiga). People who ran the UK academic ISP JANET tell me that the X window system (originally on VMS) was the killer app for the Internet Protocol, and led to their implementing that over the favoured X.25 protocol, but I did not connect a computer to JANET until 2000, long after IPv4 had won out. I did use Deluxe Paint on the Amiga, but long after Andy Warhol had done the same and after other platforms had similar packages.

Really the only killer app I was in on the ground floor for was the most famously fumbled (though still incredibly successful) killer app in history: Facebook. I was working at Oxford University when Facebook came out, so once they expanded out to campuses beyond Harvard, I was in one of the earlier networks to join up. (You might not remember this from the early days of Facebook, but the site was segregated into separate instances that ran on different “networks”. A member from Harvard would see their Harvard friends, but nobody from MIT.) It turned out that Facebook was the killer app for university computer rooms, and before too long over a quarter of all email handled by the university’s central mail service was Facebook notifications, reminding people like me that that one Philosophy student I met in the pub once and decided to add to Facebook had poked me.

Where is the fumble? Well it turns out that Facebook was the killer app for mobile computing, and everybody noticed it except Facebook. It turns out that when you are super-rich, that kind of mistake is not existential—think Microsoft missing out on the early years of the public Internet, or Metallica opting out of music streaming—it is just embarrassing, and costs you quite a lot of that vast pile of money to catch up. In the early days of Facebook, it was conceived as a live status blog, in the style of the old “finger” protocol on UNIX. The placeholder text for my “wall” (the place in my profile for public posts) prompted “Graham is…”, and I would describe what I am doing in a way that made people believe that I had an interesting life, and was not the kind of person who sat in the computer room writing status updates on the web.

Mobile computing—once the ridiculously poor performance of GPRS was a thing of the past, the abysmal capabilities of WAP were transcended, and service providers stopped charging ridiculous figures for a few kilobytes of HTML—offered a new reality, one in which one could explain what “Graham is…” doing while Graham is doing it. Twttr/Twitter noticed this in 2006. Burbn/Instagram noticed in 2010. Meanwhile, in 2010, only 150 million of Facebook’s 500 million users accessed the site via mobile. Why? Facebook had been in at the start with the Facebook mobile app for iPhoneOS/iOS, frequently the number one downloaded app. But it was not a focus; one person (Joe Hewitt) created the app and in true Facebook fashion, really open source a whole app framework (Three20) that supported development of that single app. When Hewitt left the company in 2009, they needed to take a very different approach. Eventually they just bought Instagram and pretended they were cool all along.

A killer app sits in a precarious situation. It is an app that is so popular, it changes the value proposition of the platform it runs on; people went out and bought Apple ][ computers just so they could run VisiCalc. Musicians bought Acorn Archimedes so that they could run Sibelius. That is a problem for everybody involved. It is a problem for the makers of the killer app, because their platform vendor is not shifting enough kit for them to sell their software to all their customers. It is a problem for the platform vendor, because now they are not in control of the marketing for their product. The people who make the killer app want to port to different platforms, to satisfy latent demand. That is why you can get Sibelius for PC these days, and why Deluxe Paint was available for MS-DOS, Apple ][GS, and Atari ST. The people who make the platform want to diversify beyond the app’s customers, to regain control of the platform. That is why the marketing for the Mac is not all about how it is the latest thing from the people who gave you the opportunity to run VisiCalc. The people who make other apps want to make clones of the killer app, because it shows where the demand is. That is why you have used Excel, and you have not used VisiCalc. And the people who make other platforms want someone to make a clone of the killer app, so that customers choose their platform over the one with the killer app. That is the reason that IBM PC-compatible computers were briefly better marketed as “Lotus 1-2-3 compatible”; it showed that you could run the not-VisiCalc on the not-Apple ][.

The value proposition for software is entirely different in the 2020s than it was in the 20th century. Where Sibelius used to cost £795 to run on the £799 Acorn Archimedes, now you use the free software product MuseScore and do not (have to) pay anything; or you pay under half the previous, one-off price for a lifetime subscription to all future Sibelius releases (same number of currency units, but three decades of inflation later). Other than some die hards who believe in an innate superiority of native applications or of their favoured platform, you will not find much software that is not available for every popular desktop and mobile platform, either via the web or via web-like portable runtimes. No new killer app is going to arrive for any of these platforms, or for an upstart in those fields.

Why did the financial landscape change? Because the platform vendors could not afford to let a killer app take control of their marketing and sales pipelines. App stores exist so that the platform vendors get to choose what software gets sold, what price points and business models are available, and how the software gets described and marketed. No longer does a businessman walk into a computer store and ask for VisiCalc along with whatever box they need to make VisiCalc work; now they have to choose their general-purpose computer and then visit its souk to work out what they are allowed to do with it. Further, the platform vendors get to see what is doing well, and tailor their marketing appropriately—or build their own competing implementation.

Even if an app could break out of that restriction and build an identity that outshines its host platform, there is just no “moat” that defends any one platform from all of its competitors providing the same facilities. It used to be the case that switching computers was a huge deal: none of the software was compatible, none of the file formats were interchangeable, probably a floppy disk you formatted on one type of computer would not even get recognised on a different machine, even if it physically fit in the drive. That was not just true between manufacturers, but from different computers produced by the same company, too: try to run your Commodore VIC-20 software on a Commodore 64, Plus/4, CBM-II, or Amiga 1000. That is no longer true. All platforms have a web browser, meaning the unholy triumvirate of HTML5, CSS3, and JS is the ultimate portable runtime. A software company no longer has to choose a platform vendor and hope they can keep up with demand; they can reach everyone, whatever they run.

Might we get a killer app from the free software world? it is unlikely. When That is happened before, it is been in the narrow (but previously very lucrative) world of software for IT professionals: think GCC, LAMP stack, or Docker, it is pulled the rug out from under the proprietary alternatives, and the pricing floor with it, but has not led to people specifically buying into platforms because That is how you get to run GCC, LAMP stack, or Docker. Indeed it is one of the features of free software that you can modify the software to suit your needs, so if you are on Windows and you want the benefits of all of that free software, you port it. There used to be a whole company, Cygnus (Cygnus: Your GNU Support, now part of Red Hat, an IBM®™© brand), who did just that. Yes, you can buy a computer from System76 or the Raspberry Pi Foundation specifically because it runs Linux, but I am fine with Asahi on my Mac, my neighbour is fine using the Windows Subsystem for Linux, and my housemate just runs Audacity in Windows 11 on their NUC without questioning the value of their kernel. Free software does not have a moat by design, its purpose is to drain other platforms’ moats.

It is more likely that future killer apps will demonstrate the value of a new computing paradigm, and set up one of the platform vendors in that paradigm to be the largest supplier, for the couple of weeks it takes Claude Code to clone equivalent software for their competitors. There are precious few emerging paradigms though. You cannot count the “AI pin”/voice computing paradigm, because you can already do that on things that also have screens, so any compelling voice interaction software is already doable on mobile, desktop, web, and everywhere else. Besides, there are whole generations of humanity who are uncomfortable even having their phone ringer unmuted, who will not walk around talking to a computer like it is Majel Barrett Roddenberry standing behind the camera. Similarly, the whole LLM paradigm changes a lot of games, but not in any way that is exclusive to a single provider; whatever you do with Copilot, anyone else can do with an open weights Qwen model on their own computer (just maybe a little slower). Briefly, MoltBot/OpenClaw looked like being a killer app… but killing what, precisely? People bought Mac Minis, gaming laptops, workstations, they ran with Claude, ChatGPT, Gemini, there is no one “platform” that benefits in the market because of these tools.

Virtual Reality has been just around the corner for about as long as fusion power generation, and as much as it is found meaningful applications in many fields, still has not demonstrated the breakout utility that leads people in the mainstream to buy a headset just so that they can use that one, killer app. Similarly, augmented and mixed reality have even got real electronics that you have actually heard of selling consumer hardware, just not in meaningful quantities. As with VR, nobody has made a killer AR/MR app that makes people buy the hardware to use the software (if you are looking for app ideas, may I suggest a DuoLingo for sign language that tracks your hand movements, or an app for people with prosopagnosia that adds virtual “Hello, my name is” badges to people in contacts?).

Blockchain remains niche (and, for many, confusing: do I need to use a different currency just to run this software?), quantum computing is a mechanism rather than an interaction paradigm, so I think the only other direction from which we might see a killer app any time soon is the one that is furthest from the mainstream: smart dust. I just hope I did not use the phrase “killer app” in a hauntingly incorrect sense, there.

Cover photo by Museums Victoria on Unsplash.
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By Adrian Kosmaczewski



The name “Killer App” says a lot about the level of violence in the world of business (well, in the world in general). Such a piece of software is dubbed a “killer” if it somehow triggers a massive uptick in the adoption of its underlying platform, at such levels that would be otherwise impossible to imagine without the app leading the charge. The scale and sheer levels of capital injected into the software industry in the past 50 years have brought quite a few examples of such “Killer Apps.” But what about the “App Killer,” that is, those with the opposite effect? Well, it turns out there are quite a few examples of them, too.

Let us first enumerate some canonical examples of “Killer Apps.” There is a quintessential one everyone (well, at least computer history boffins like the authors of this journal) mentions: VisiCalc for the Apple II. But there are others; unfortunately for VisiCalc, it was not the actual killer app for the IBM 5150 (aka “IBM PC”), because Lotus 1-2-3 took that crown.

In the same category, we can also mention Microsoft Office (and by extension, Excel) for Microsoft Windows, one of those few examples where the same company delivered the platform and the software everybody wanted to run at the same time (which also strongly suggests that spreadsheets did have an oversized influence on shopping decisions back in the day!). In a similar vein, Aldus PageMaker was the killer app for the original Apple Macintosh and the LaserWriter printer, allowing small shops to be able to produce extremely high-quality printouts from their work in a very affordable package (well, at least for businesses).

Other famous examples of “Killer Apps” would be the Unix operating system for the C programming language; in the 1980s everyone wanted to run (or copy or clone or rewrite) Unix, and said passion pushed its associated programming language to unforeseen levels of popularity (still enjoyed to the time of this publication, by the way). More examples in the programming language arena? I could mention Jupyter and NumPy for Python and even the original iPhone for Objective-C.

In the recently published book “Steve Jobs in Exile,” we can read the story of how Jean-Marie Hullot’s Interface Builder was the “Killer App” for the NeXT computer, used by companies in the financial industry and government to build new applications in record times.

There is another interesting example I can relate very directly to. In 2008, an otherwise unknown software developer from Switzerland reverse-engineered the API of the national railway company website. He subsequently released a very early application for the iPhone that allowed users to be able to know when the next train was leaving town. That application was not made with the consent of the SBB-CFF-FFS (that is the name of the Swiss national railway company, with a triple acronym in each of the major national languages of the country). After some legal hurdles and reaching an agreement, said developer sold the source code of the app to the SBB-CFF-FFS, who took over its development. The interesting thing is that the mere existence of this application boosted iPhone sales to incredible levels, making Switzerland the country with the highest concentration of iPhones in the world until around 2011.

Closer to us, one could argue that Argo CD is the “Killer App” for Kubernetes; in the experience of this author, the Argo CD console has become, in various DevOps shops, the default dashboard to monitor and deploy countless applications hundreds of times per day, pushing the “GitOps” paradigm to its pinnacle. I have this small theory of mine that companies install Kubernetes (or their associated products) just for the sake of being able to use Argo CD. And no, I am not kidding, and so far, I have had no facts countering this hypothesis.

But enough of “Killer Apps”; let us talk about “App Killer” now. On many occasions, the software industry witnessed an application obliterating a previous one into oblivion, and the factors that cause this destruction are seldom related to the inherent quality of the incumbent or the competitor.

Occasionally the “App Killer” is just bad business acumen; the Osborne effect, whereby a company drives itself out of business by announcing a better product than the one it is currently selling… before it is available, thereby cannibalizing its demand and cutting short its supply of cash. Ouch. On the other extreme, we have self-cannibalization, something that Apple practiced with gusto during the legendary run of the 2000s; the iPhone, very famously, destroyed the iPod, with both (very profitable) cash flows directed towards the same bank account. Talk about learning a lesson or two from Osborne.

Speaking about the iPhone, we can say that it was the “App Killer” for a few other platforms: Symbian, BlackBerry, and even Adobe Flash. Regarding this last case, it is quite ironic that 15 years later, iPhones (and pretty much any device with a relatively modern web browser) can run Adobe Flash content thanks to WebAssembly and Ruffle.

Another business-related “App Killer” is bad product management. In this respect we can mention Google, which has a long-held tradition of killing products, even relatively successful ones, with short notice and usually without any kind of reasonable upgrade path. There is even a website called “Killed by Google” that keeps track of this (very) long list of casualties. Requiescat in pace, Google Reader. Another interesting case of killing product management skills is that of Facebook obliterating Parse. Mobile app developers old enough to remember this will rejoice. Another recent example? The Humane AI Pin, which effectively obliterated a whole company out of business.

Actually, here comes another fascinating “App Killer,” very en vogue at the time of this publication: Artificial Intelligence, at least the LLM-fueled one, getting massive amounts of Erin Brockovich-fueled backlash from pretty much everyone except tech bros.

Corporate incompetence is another “App Killer” related to the previous examples: we have mentioned Borland in the pages of this magazine, erasing itself out of the minds of developers for apparently no rational reason. Oracle does this regularly too, throwing lawyers at pretty much anyone or anything standing in its way, but with demonstrably higher rates of success than Borland. Oh, and speaking of legal issues, let us not forget that lawyers were the “App Killers” for Napster, too.

Let us not forget about another classical “App Killer” phenomenon: major rewrites. Ah yes, a company decides to rewrite their flagship cash cow, only to discover that it was a gargantuan task, it will never be ready on time, and if delivered, it would be immediately replaced by something better? Comes to mind Lotus 1-2-3 Release 3, Digg v4, AngularJS, KDE 4, Windows Longhorn, Evernote 10, Project Pyramid (an effort to rewrite Microsoft Word in the 1990s, eventually abandoned), the 2024 Sonos app overhaul catastrophe, and the canonical example of them all, the rewrite of Netscape Navigator that would lead to Mozilla Firefox… 6 years later, and conceding the web to Internet Explorer.

All things considered, software remains a brittle thing, not because of the pervasiveness of bugs, but because software markets are extremely sensitive to hiccups of all kinds. The application, actually the whole software stack you are using today, has more chances of disappearing in the next ten years than remaining alive, let alone relevant at all. Those apps and platforms that survive the killing spree, usually deemed “boring” by hype-fueled types, are those that pass the test of time and stability and become actual staples of productivity and mental well-being.

In a certain way, it is a mechanism akin to natural selection, but without anything natural in it.

Cover photo by Maxim Hopman on Unsplash.
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By Adrian Kosmaczewski



Archival footage from the early 1980s has this distinct, almost palpable texture to it. For members of Generation X, it brings memories of Donkey Kong, He-Man, and Star Wars. The colors are slightly washed out, the audio hums with the analog hiss of magnetic tape, and the people on screen seem entirely unaware that they are standing at the edge of technological history. This is particularly true of this month’s Vidéothèque entry: there is an added, inescapable layer to the viewing experience: the absolute, crushing weight of dramatic irony. Brace for impact.

In this edition we look back at a staff meeting at Software Arts, held on August 12, 1981, almost precisely 45 years ago. The speaker is Software Arts (not to be mixed with Electronic Arts!) co-founder Dan Bricklin. The full transcript of the staff meeting has been available on Dan Bricklin’s personal homepage for the past 24 years at least, as the Internet Archive dutifully remembers.

The room where the staff met was hot; they complained about the rising temperature right at the beginning, but the heat was nothing compared to the news being delivered. On this precise day, IBM announced its model 5150, the OG Personal Computer. And Software Arts, the creators of VisiCalc, were holding the “Killer App” for the IBM PC… or so they thought.

What makes this (otherwise rather boring) video captivating is not merely the juxtaposition of a scrappy hacker culture colliding with the monolithic, suit-and-tie presence of International Business Machines. It is the knowledge of what happens next.

Bricklin reads a letter from IBM addressed to him and his co-founder, Bob Frankston. The corporate speak is thick. IBM politely but firmly reminds them of their “confidential disclosure” agreements, forbidding them from divulging technical specifications beyond what the Boca Raton IBM Labs have officially sanctioned. The Software Arts team sits in that stuffy room, looking at photocopied press releases and marveling at the marketing brochures, brimming with the pride of having the unquestioned “killer application” bundled with the most important piece of hardware of the decade.

They are celebrating their ascension to the throne. They do not realize they are reading their obituary.

By porting their fundamentally 8-bit application to IBM’s new 16-bit architecture without significantly rewriting it to take advantage of the expanded memory and speed, VisiCalc left the door wide open. Just over a year later, a former VisiCorp product manager named Mitch Kapor would release Lotus 1-2-3. Written directly in x86 assembly to ruthlessly exploit the IBM PC’s hardware, Lotus would make VisiCalc look like a sluggish, archaic toy. VisiCalc’s sales would flatline almost overnight.

But wait a second: did I not just publish an article in this very edition that literally enumerates rewriting as one of the “App Killer” factors? Well, yes, but in some cases app rewritings were required; if not in version 1.0, in version 1.1, particularly when you have such technological transitions as the one witnessed in August 1981. Of course, it is easy to pass judgment in hindsight… 45 years after the facts. Anyway, I digress, as usual. Who knows what history would have been like if VisiCalc had made it to the 1990s? Would our accountants be calculating our taxes with “VisiCalc for Windows 2026” today?

Back to Software Arts. As the meeting unfolds, Bricklin reads off the software lineup for the new machine: a BASIC interpreter from Microsoft, a word-processing app called EasyWriter, and an accounting package from Peachtree. Such was the primordial soup of a new computer back in the day. Neither Doom nor Pascal nor Facebook nor ChatGPT were “Killing Apps” yet in the collective psyche.

The deepest irony arrives precisely at minute 7:06, when Bricklin highlights IBM’s “groundbreaking decision” to open a software publishing department to consider user-generated programs and third-party software. He reads this as an exciting curiosity. In reality, it was the death knell of the closed-silo computing appliance. IBM was building an open platform, and an open platform has no loyalty to its launch titles. The very ecosystem that Software Arts was helping to legitimize was the exact mechanism that would allow their competitors to bypass them entirely.

Pause at minute 10:28 and pay attention to the marketing materials they pass around, featuring a bizarre stock photo of a wife adoringly holding onto her husband as a child plays on the PC, accompanied by pictures of cows meant to represent VisiCalc. They laugh at the marketing department’s clumsy attempts to visualize software. They are dissecting the marketing of a product that they believe guarantees their future, entirely blind to the fact that the IBM PC was merely a vessel for their impending obsolescence.

We often look back at the history of startup culture through the lens of polished retrospectives and survivorship bias. We read about the early days of computing and imagine a clean, inevitable trajectory where the pioneers always reap the rewards of their labor. This video shatters that illusion. It is a beautiful, unvarnished, and quietly tragic look at the exact moment a company reached its absolute zenith. Look at them: they are sitting in a sweltering room in 1981, laughing, smiling, and holding the future in their hands, blissfully unaware of the plans the future was already making to leave them behind.

VisiCalc, their own quintessential “Killer App,” the one that quite rightfully defined a whole generation of computers, was about to be murdered and rendered obsolete in that savage, never-ending ritual of the software industry. I just read again this last phrase, and I cannot believe how corny it sounds, but so be it. I like corny.

Cover snapshot chosen by the author.
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By Graham Lee



The mid-1980s was the era when the personal computing vendors ended their war on themselves. In the belligerent phase, every time a vendor released a new computer, it was incompatible with everything that came before it. In “Where Are The Killer Apps?”, I showed that Commodore VIC-20 software does not run on the Commodore 64, or any other computer made by the same company or another company. The same was true for Apple: try running Apple 1 software on an Apple ][, Apple ///, Lisa, or Macintosh (or these days, try to run Macintosh software from a decade ago on a Macintosh); of Sinclair: you cannot run ZX80 software on a ZX81, Spectrum, or QL; and Tandy/Radio Shack: you cannot run TRS-80 Model I software on a TRS-80 Model II, on a TRS-80 Color Computer, or a Model 100.

For individual customers, this meant a huge upheaval whenever they bought a new computer (which was only once every decade or so at the time), as all of their programs, and all of their data, and most of their peripherals, and half of the BASIC keywords they had learned and all the memory locations to PEEK and POKE, all stopped working with the new system. It also meant huge questions for potential new customers: will software houses still support this computer six months from now? How about peripheral makers? Will my investment pay off?

So then came the era when the vendors made peace with themselves, and they started making compatible model families, which could all (more-or-less) run the same software, and use the same peripherals. They finally learned the lesson of IBM’s System/360, and of course the runaway example of the compatible model family is the IBM PC and its legion of clones. Alongside that, TRS-80 Model III and IV both run TRS-80 Model I software; The ZX Spectrum 128k, +2, and +3 all run ZX Spectrum software; the Macintosh remained compatible with its original model’s software up until Mac OS X 10.5; and all versions of the Amiga could more-or-less run anything designed for the original Amiga 1000.

Now it was safer for customers to buy into a platform, because it looked more likely that they would still be able to get applications (OK, let us be honest, games) and peripherals for the computer a few years out, and that the next time they bought a computer, they might be able to get one that can still use all those games and peripherals. But what would make any one platform more compelling than the others; what gets a customer to hitch their cart to Apple’s horses instead of Commodore’s? By the mid-1990s, all of the platforms that were still on the market had roughly compatible capabilities, with sound being the weird outlier: Apple Computer had settled the suit with Apple Corps and were allowed to play sounds on their computers; PCs were starting to transition from either beeps-only or CD-quality Sound Blasters to CD-quality integrated sound chips; Atari had integrated MIDI capabilities into the ST line all along; Amiga was the laggard, with its 1985 standard-setting Paula chip still the only option in the final CD32 model.

The vendors needed killer apps, but they needed a particular, very constrained, kind of killer app. Something that made their platform more compelling, but that did not crowd out independent software vendors. Something that made everybody else’s software better on their computers, and also made their own software better on their computers.

For a brief period, it looked like this killer app was going to be interoperability, and empowerment. Each platform supplied its own, unique way to interconnect software into a platform-wide automation capability that let the vendor’s customers write scripts, or record macros, that used first-party and third-party software in concert to perform complicated tasks. It was a beautiful time; perhaps the last time that the computer vendors trusted us to know what we wanted and enabled us to go the last mile ourselves.

Windows 95 supplied Windows Script Host, which could communicate with any app on the platform using COM. Apple provided Open Scripting Architecture, which apps could integrate with to make their capabilities available to people who wrote AppleScript. Two other platforms—IBM and Microsoft’s ill-fated OS/2, and Commodore’s ill-fated Amiga—adopted an interpreted language from IBM as the interface to their interoperability features: Rexx.

Amiga Rexx (ARexx) was not actually Commodore’s idea, it was created by William S. Hawes as a third-party product, but Commodore saw the value and incorporated it into AmigaOS 2.0 and every subsequent release, from 1990. Rexx itself is a nice, PL/1-like language with some interesting features: it does not have arrays or dictionaries, but it does have “stem variables”, so the variables named a.1 and a.2 are associated through the stem a, and if another variable i has the value 2, then the value of a.i is whatever you assigned to a.2.

What sets ARexx apart and makes it a candidate for empowerment feature of the (last) century is the idea of the command host. Just like AppleScript’s tell application "Finder" instructs the script interpreter to send a message over to the Finder app, ARexx’s address 'DPaint' tells the interpreter to connect to the port for the DPaint app. The app does whatever the Rexx script requests, and then replies to the message.

What the application receives is a message containing the string was addressed to it, which it can parse using the same format specifiers that CLI tools use in the AmigaDOS shell: the first word is the command name (i.e. the verb) and everything else is a modifier, or parameter. In this way, the syntax is relatively free, but still relatively programming-like, avoiding the trap of feeling like natural language but interpreting input in surprising ways. This problem befell AppleScript, where author Matt Neuberg described it as the “English-likeness” monster.

In this way, ARexx acts as the universal glue that makes Amiga applications part of a powerful suite of interconnected tools, designed, assembled, and controlled by the person using the computer. During this period where a platform vendor’s agent has more access to the apps and content on a computer than its customers do, the suppliers would be well served by remembering a time when they tried to empower their customers, and make sure that the world of computing did not turn out like Nineteen Eighty-Four.

Cover photo by the author.
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