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Evolutions

A (Visual) Basic Lesson

Recently, I began working with a young
man who was falling by the proverbial

wayside. His mother, concerned, asked me
if I wouldn't mind speaking with him, noting
that he was interested in computers. Having
spent seven years as a youth guidance spe-
cialist in an institution for troubled juveniles,
I actually relished the opportunity to coalesce
the two skills I've managed to acquire in my
lifetime. However, I had almost forgotten
how squirrelly a 16-year-old can be. Among
other things, he bragged of his prowess pro-
gramming in Visual Basic. 

I digress. Being an ancient PC hobbyist,
BASIC was the first language I programmed
in and the first language I swore I would
never program in again. It didn't take long
for me to exhaust, at least from my per-
spective, the potential of Microsoft BASIC.
My initial interest in computing was born
from my passion for writing, not the other
way around. My first programs were word
processors, since I recognized the merits of
using a computer to compose, edit and
archive writings. Like any writer, I also
discovered that studying a foreign language
is invaluable for understanding one's own;
so, in addition to word processors I began
working with language tutorials for Spanish.
This evolved into language translation
software for German, for which I began
peeking and poking in the computer's
memory to improve performance. This
peeking and prodding, of course, introduced
me to assembly language, which proved
quite helpful when I began studying ancient
Greek and discovered no fonts were available
for that language.

By that time, people began paying me for
my avocation, and when Visual Basic
appeared on the scene, I laughed at the very
concept. It was an oxymoron, like visual
batch. Boy, did I miss on that one. Visual

Basic is, of course, widely used in the
enterprise environment. Still, because it is a
reminder of my hobbyist roots, I avoid pro-
gramming in Visual Basic whenever possible.

Anyway, getting back to my original
story. I immediately diverted my young
pupil toward C, the lingua Latin of computer
languages. "Learn C, young man, and the
world is yours." Java, JavaScript, Perl ... the
list of languages derived from the C syntax
is rather long. Despite my exhortations, I
was met with a considerable amount of
resistance. The lad wanted to program in
Visual Basic.

By now, it may be questionable whether
I was giving this young man any form of
valid technical career advice. After all, I've
known a number of very fine Visual Basic
programmers whose professionalism and
talent cannot be questioned, most of who
deservedly receive significantly greater
renumeration than I do. Still, the more I
attempted to push C, the more the young
man resisted, potentially threatening any

positive mentoring effects the relationship
could have produced. I learned in those
seven years in a juvy to analyze my own
emotions in such circumstances, and my
self-searching led me to the conclusion that
I was somewhat bigoted.

It is a bigotry I've noticed in others as
well as myself. I've mentioned in previous
columns that a noticeable antipathy exists
between systems programmers and applica-
tion programmers. I suspect this antipathy
consists of more than just the natural checks
and balances factor. Systems programmers
do indeed have a natural disinclination to
install any new application, and the frustration
that application programmers feel at being
restricted from system facilities is real. But
I suspect the problem is rooted deeper, in
our tribal instinct to fear, and hence devalue,
those who speak a language different than
our own. The two groups speak different
languages: Systems programmers speak in
assembler, JES and JCL, while application
programmers speak in Cobol, RPG and
Visual Basic.

The tribal analogy goes even deeper.
New languages evolved, making program-
ming simpler, consequently threatening the
fiefdom of the technological elite. In a
previous column I discussed the difficulties
of programming in the machine language; I
doubt there was much resistance when
assembler evolved to make that task simpler.
However, higher-level languages meant it
was easier and simpler to master coding,
opening the doors to computer occupations
for an increasingly larger number of people.

It was inevitable, of course. It was quite
obvious that applications coded in machine
language were simply too expensive. It is
no coincidence that some of the earliest
applications were designed to speed the
development process, i.e., development
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tools. While it is axiomatic that he who
owns the operating system rules, the corollary
is often overlooked: He who owns the operat-
ing system can dictate the development tools.
And, of course, sell them at a tidy profit.

Recently, I began developing for the Palm
OS. Considering the Palm uses the
Motorola processor, it was not surprising to
find that the official development tools are
from Metrowerks, a company known for its
Macintosh development tools. I explored
the GNU development tools for the Palm
that have been developed as part of the open
software movement, only to discover that
developing a conduit required Microsoft
Visual C++, a.k.a. Microsoft Visual Studio.
This caused me to reflect on how many
times I've been stymied in my development

efforts by the need for Microsoft's tools to
accomplish much of anything. Talk about
monopoly. 

Which leads me back to my disadvantaged
youth. The young man wanted to learn how
to perform socket-level programming;
however, socket support wasn't provided in
the entry-level version of Visual Basic he
was using. How many bright young minds
have been barred from opportunities in the
computer world by the high cost of quality
development tools? And, perhaps an even
more piercing question, why has this
become acceptable to us?  

Questions or comments? Please email
editor@naspa.net.
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