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Our civilization runs on software. Yet the art of creating it continues to be a dark mystery, even to

the experts. To find out why itâ€™s so hard to bend computers to our will, Scott Rosenberg spent

three years following a team of maverick software developersâ€”led by Lotus 1-2-3 creator Mitch

Kaporâ€”designing a novel personal information manager meant to challenge market leader

Microsoft Outlook. Their story takes us through a maze of abrupt dead ends and exhilarating

breakthroughs as they wrestle not only with the abstraction of code, but with the unpredictability of

human behaviorâ€” especially their own.
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Santa came through this year with a slightly advance copy of "Dreaming in Code", which tries to do

for software engineering what "The Soul of a New Machine" did for computer engineering, following

a single project through to its attempted conclusion. Software development is a story that's very

rarely told, considering how dramatically software has changed all of our lives in the last 30 years.

Author Scott Rosenberg does a good job of conveying the difficulties in software engineering, and

the inevitable headaches and drama that come with incomplete plans and shifting specs (and

they're always incomplete and shifting).Where Rosenberg went wrong, unfortunately, is his choice

of project to follow. Mitch Kapor's Chandler is quite atypical of software projects: it's driven entirely

by one man's quixotic vision, and never has to encounter the usual give-and-take with VC's or

upper management that help to clarify a plan. Kapor comes off as an untethered idealist (Al Gore



makes the obligatory cameo at the office), and his project is afflicted by the same we-are-the-world

unseriousness as his politics. Most notably, Kapor decides there should be no central repository for

data (because, hey, down with authority and all that): instead, every item will just be represented,

Napster-style, across users' personal computers. It's a costly decision that I don't think would have

been made if it were more than just Kapor running the show.Actually, I think the strongest part of the

book is when Rosenberg abandons the project entirely in the middle section to delve into the history

of the programming discipline, noting everyone from Donald Knuth to 37signals' Jason Fried. It's a

useful, lucid introduction to the field that contains stories I hadn't seen before.

I have been following the Chandler project with interest from the beginning and have checked out

most of the releases. Even to a distant observer,the glacial progress of the project, the lack of clarity

about the objectives, and the mid-course changes that have reduced it to a pale shadow of the

original vision, have been baffling.So, when I noticed Rosenberg's book, I immediately bought it and

devoured it in a couple of hours. While the main focus of the book is on Chandler, the OSAF and the

personalities there, it does talk quite a bit about the difficulties of software development, history of

programming languages, methodologies etc quite a bit. I suspect the actual Chandler & OSAF

content page wise might be only 50-60%. The book's general approach is like this - start out with

something that the OSAF tried to do, then drift into a related topic from the history of software

development; it alternates between discussions of the development of Chandler and various other

topics. Very rarely does Scott Rosenberg actually examine why certain development efforts at

OSAF failed in depth - he relies too much on failures of 'proprietary' software projects as a way of

explaining the failures of the Chandler project. There is no open source context to the discussion

most of the time - examining some aspect of software development of an open source project and

drawing parallels from the failure of some proprietary software development effort is confusing. One

of the most puzzling things about a lot of software doomsday scenario books is that, in spite of the

fact that not all projects fail, they never try to figure out what made the successful ones work. Maybe

nothing sells like a disaster. This book is no exception.
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