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What Am I Talking About?

• The Chasm: Theory & Practice
– “Crossing the Chasm” theory

– Why Smalltalk didn’t make it

• That was then; this is now
– Does the chasm still exist?
– Is it relevant for Ruby, today?

• If it’s real & relevant, how might the 
Ruby community cross it?



Technology Adoption 
Theory 101*

* Originally developed in 1957
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Technology_adoption_lifecycle



Crossing the Chasm

• Crossing the Chasm: 
Marketing and Selling High-Tech Products to 
Mainstream Customer (1991, revised 1999)

• Based on “Diffusion of Innovations” theory 
from Everett Rogers 
(based on Technology Adoption Life Cycle)

• Asserts there is a chasm between the early adopters of 
the product (the technology enthusiasts and visionaries) 
and the early majority (the pragmatists). 
– Explains how visionaries and pragmatists have very different 

expectations 
– Suggests techniques for crossing
– Applicable for disruptive or discontinuous innovations 



Chasm Theory 101*

• Visionaries:
Take 80% solution
& make it work

• Pragmatists:
Want a 100%
solution
(products & services)

* Excellent short review from Brian Marick, 
http://www.testing.com/writings/reviews/moore-chasm.html

Picture from p. 19 of 1991 version of Crossing the Chasm 
HarperBusiness, © 1991, ISBN 0-88730-717-5 



Smalltalk History*

• Inspired by Alan Kay’s 
“Dynabook” Vision (circa 1972)
– Handheld "Dynabook" 

(vs. shared mainframe)
– User interface would have to 

become a learning environment 
– “Needs for large scope, reduction in complexity, and 

end-user literacy would require that data and control 
structures be done away with in favor of a more 
biological scheme of protected universal cells interacting 
only through messages that could mimic any desired 
behavior”*… AKA objects? 

• Developed at Xerox PARC in 70s & early 80s
* http://www.smalltalk.org/smalltalk/TheEarlyHistoryOfSmalltalk_Abstract.html
Picture from “A Personal Computer for Children of All Ages”, Alan Kay, 1972
http://www.mprove.de/diplom/gui/Kay72a.pdf



Smalltalk History Unfolds

• 1981 Byte Magazine Issue
– Leaving the ivory tower?
– Generates a lot of discussion

• 1983 Smalltalk-80 Books Published
– Implementation available (for license fee)

• Less public: late 70s demos 
– including 1979 demo to 

Steve Jobs who was starting 
the “Lisa” project

– Steve hired some Xerox folks
– Lisa released in 1983, 

Macintosh in 1984



Smalltalk Commercialized
1984-88

• No one noticed…
– Apple releases $50 licenses for Macintosh
– Xerox creates some amazing workstations (w/ Smalltalk installed)
– Tektronix releases 4400 series workstations (w/ Smalltalk installed)

• ParcPlace Systems: Xerox spin-out
– “If we build it (right), they will come”
– Smalltalk-80 on workstations: $2495-4995 development licenses, 

$995 runtime licenses (less in quantities)
– SoftSmarts, Inc. releases PC version, killed by licensing issues
– Releases PC & Mac versions: $1295-2495 DL, $495 RL

• Digitalk releases
– “If we price it right, they will buy”
– Methods (Character based windows) - $69 for PC
– Smalltalk/V (Graphical windows) - $99 for PC
– No runtime licenses!



Smalltalk-80

Picture from http://bitquabit.com/~revaaron/old/



Methods

Picture from http://bitquabit.com/~revaaron/old/



Smalltalk/V

Picture from http://bitquabit.com/~revaaron/old/



Macintosh



GUIs of the Late 80s

• Early Adopters of Window-based Systems in late-80s
– Macintosh (“hobbyists” & “visual” business people) 
– Workstations (technology/engineering companies) 
– Both ignored “Mainstream Businesses” = IBM’s Monopoly on existing 

running business systems, (hoping to replace them?)
• The entrenched “average software developer” of business 

systems (Early Majority – Laggard) was blown away
– Smalltalk, Lisp (CLOS, others), Eiffel and Objective-C used by 

Innovators and some Early Adopters
– C/C++ making inroads with Innovators & more Early Adopters
– Early Adopters/Majority were beginning to use PCs (IBM) in 

“Mainstream Businesses”
• Terminal Emulators, Word Processors, Spreadsheets(?), 

Games, Basic, … and some “Innovator Stuff”
• Some Multi-Window Platforms for PCs 

(GEM, DESQView, Windows® 1-2…)

Windows is a registered trademark of 
Microsoft Corporation, just in case you didn’t know



Early 1990s
GUIs Cross the Chasm

• Windows® 3.0 comes out (1990)
– “Business” Chasm is crossed for “GUIs” (but not by Apple)
– VisualBasic 1.0 – 1991 ($199)*
– Digitalk Smalltalk/V for Windows – 1991 ($499)
– VisualC++ 1.0 - 1992

• “Visual Programming” - Killer App Builder
– ParcPlace VisualWorks®/Smalltalk for Windows – 1992
– WindowBuilder Pro for Smalltalk/V (from ObjectShare) – 1993

(earlier versions in 1991-92 from Cooper & Peters)
– Digitalk/PARTS Workbench® – 1994?
– VisualAge®/Smalltalk – 1996?

* http://www.panopticoncentral.net/archive/2006/05/24/12200.aspx



The Glory Days (1992-96)

• Smalltalk Discovered:
– Wall Street
– Texas Instruments (uses GemStone’s “active OO database”)
– IBM
– Big (Andersen) and medium (AMS) “consulting firms”
– Telecom, Insurance, … industries

• Big 3 Smalltalk specialty shops (50-200 folks each)
– Knowledge Systems Corporation (application builders)
– The Object People (trainers)
– Object Technology International (technologists)

• Vendors grew 
– ParcPlace & Digitalk (100-200 folks each)
– Enfin, Dolphin, others???
– IBM (acquires Object Technology International)



Smalltalk in the Mid-90s

You You 
Are Here!Are Here!



With Several Toeholds 
Over the Chasm…

• ParcPlace Systems (purists)
– Ideal: Children should be able to use the Dynabook to express their 

creativity, we own the vision
– Investors: Cross the Chasm
– Result: Ate their young and never understood/met the needs of Early 

Majority
• Digitalk (hobbyists)

– Ideal: We own the PC market (Microsoft look out!)
– Early Majority: We need reliability and service
– Result: Blew money they should have used to fix things on “new products”

• IBM (Big Business Pragmatists)
– Ideal: We own big business and we’re tired of these chumps…

… and we’re tired of Microsoft “chipping away” at us
– OTI: We understand the needs of reliable systems on installed systems & 

large scale development, and we know Smalltalk
– Result:

• VisualAge® 1.0 family of products
• Built on Smalltalk… cross platform/language



1997-2000
Internet & Java!

• While the press and the world is all over the Internet
– ParcPlace & Digitalk see IBM as their competition so…
– Two incompatible cultures and products merge
– Buy two remaining Smalltalk product companies 

(ObjectShare, Polymorphic Systems)
– Renamed to ObjectShare
– Don’t put out a new release of either product for two years

• Java seen as “the Microsoft killer”
– Microsoft dominates/owns the desktop, but not the Internet
– IBM wants a piece of that action… follows SUN

• VisualAge® for Java… is there anything else?
• Eventually, yes… WebSphere (built on Eclipse, built on Java)

– ParcPlace-Digitalk/ObjectShare releases 1997 “suicide letter”
saying they were moving away from Smalltalk toward Java

• Find brave orphan community at http://smalltalk.org



Brief Moment of Silence



History of Ruby*

• Started by Matz in 1993
– “We are the masters. 

They [machines] are the slaves.”

• Released in 1995
• Brief interlude

– Smalltalk/Objective-C is dead…
or mostly dead

– C++ should have been killed long ago
– Java/C#, though a vast improvement over C++…

• 2001 “Programming Ruby: 
The Pragmatic Programmers Guide”

• Rails (w/ video) released in 2004
* Summary combination of recollections of presenter and gleanings from
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ruby_programming_language



Ruby/Smalltalk Similarities

• Object-oriented, dynamically-typed language
• Developed/refined

– Many years before it “hit the press”
– Mostly Individual “Innovators/Hobbyists” until…
– Killer App Builder

• “Arrogant” (Zealous) Technical Community
– Smalltalk vs. C++ wars
– Ruby vs. Java wars

• Very few people in Academia know or care
• Big business 

– Is afraid of the unknown
– Wants security of knowing who is backing it
– Community doesn’t get “big business” needs?



Ruby/Smalltalk  Differences

• OTI/KSC/TOP missing(?) to bridge the chasm
• Low barrier to entry… kind of

– Lighter weight (more familiar) environment
– Free
– But: Not clear where to start (to the masses)

• Open source: 
decentralized government vs. tyranny

• Internet changes everything… well, a lot
• Smalltalk community missed the “Internet”…

Ruby/Rails community is all over “Web 2.0”



Does Ruby Have a Does Ruby Have a Does Ruby Have a 
Chasm to Cross?Chasm to Cross?Chasm to Cross?

What Might the Chasm Be?
Should I Care?

Photograph ©iStockphoto.com/HeinriBrink



Is the Theory Applicable?

• Ruby is a free, open-source language
• Rails is a free, open-source platform
• No one is “buying” Ruby or Rails…

does “the chasm thing” matter?
• Well, only if you want to get paid…



“Too Much Chasm”
Theory 101

http://www.readwriteweb.com/archives/rethinking_crossing_the_chasm.php & 
http://www.horsepigcow.com/



Where is Ruby?

• Innovators – 1995-2003… and still going
• Early Adopters – 2003-???
• Early Majority - ???

You You 
Are Here!Are Here!



Who Cares
About Early Majority?

• Innovators/Early Adopters are more fun
– More flexible
– Bigger risk-takers, less riding on it
– Less Babylonian Stupidity (BS)

• Internet means more Early Adopters!
– The Long Tail* trumps Chasm Theory
– Ruby/Rails lets me serve them in a cost-effective way

• Internet also means more competition for Early 
Adopters’ attention!

• And, few people stay in one place 
on the bell curve…

* Picture from and summary at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Long_Tail



Are You Really an 
Innovator?

Innovator
That’s Me!
Education/Apprenticeship…
I’ve yet to meet anyone who has tried/invested in as 
many “unorthodox” things as me in training up others



Or Are You Really an 
Early Adopter?

Early Adopter
That’s Me!  I listen about new software technology but remain 
skeptical until some trusted innovator 
can answer enough questions so I can calculate the risk, 
then look for, or make, the first opportunity



Or Are You Really in the 
Early Majority?

Early Majority
That’s Me! 
I got an iPod 2-3 years ago (no risk, came with a printer), 
Gave it to my son, helped him set it up (pilot project: low risk, low visibility)…
It works & I’m slowly going to move all my music before my mother gets one



Or Are You Really in the  
Late Majority?

Late Majority
That’s Me!  I’ve got a 1983 Ford Truck, a 1998 Minivan, 
and 2000 Mazda Protégé that are all paid for…
Together, they provide everything I need a vehicle to do.  
I’m keeping them until they break down, then I’ll upgrade.



Or Are You Really a 
Laggard?

Laggard
That’s Me! Baseball should only be played on grass 
during the day, no “big screen”, and the only thing that 
should be played during the 7th inning stretch is 
“Take Me Out to the Ballgame.”



No Chasm, No Money?

• Innovators don’t have much money…
• Early adopters only spend their money 

if they think it might get them over 
their chasm

• If Ruby isn’t accepted by Early Majority, 
demand drops below supply
– Support dwindling number 

of legacy apps
– Chance: 

“Go directly to Innovators.
Do not pass chasm. 
Do not collect $200.”



Point #1

• If “The Long Tail” doesn’t trump “Chasm Theory”…
• We really need to understand (Early Majority) needs
• We don’t get paid (at least not for long)

– Because we’re smart
– Because we want to (and are able to) learn
– Because they don’t have to provide office space

• We are paid to produce something of real value 
(in the buyer’s eyes)
– “He Who Ships, Wins!” – Dave Thomas, OTI Founder
– “It is better to give than to receive” – Jesus Christ

• The Chasm is really the leap from self-focus,
to customer-focus!



Danger!

• “Rails is for people who know what they are 
doing!” or “Smart People”

• Case Study: Millionaire
Innovator/Early-Adopter, 
reading up on Rails…
“I’ve read about 60 hours
of stuff on the internet about
Rails and not a single thing
was written by someone who
could write.  They all assume
they are writing to someone just like them.”

Picture from http://www.metroactive.com/papers/metro/04.02.98/lost-space-9813.html
Jack English/New Line Cinema



Danger!

• Rails makes web applications easy!
• Case Study: 

Two years of Smalltalk
before Visual* vs.
Two years of Smalltalk
after Visual*

• Need discernment in 
hiring and building teams

Picture from http://oceania.digitalmedianet.com/articles/viewarticle.jsp?id=37862



The Real Chasm…
Long Tail or Not!

• Functional teams serving the customer…
It’s not about YOU!

• Smalltalk at the brink of the Chasm…
– “The Big 3” (and others) worked together to serve 

customers and get “toe holds”
• Best practices & team tools
• Craftsmen with the-less-experienced, 

specialists w/o pigeonholes
• Walked them around the pitfalls, filled the gaping holes
• Worked WITH the big guys

– But, vendors didn’t serve customers or community well, 
and missed “Web 1.0”

• Nothing to stop Ruby from crossing except…



The Ruby Community

• Work with others, without compromising 
– All customers deserve respect and good service
– Including “the big guys”… we need toe holds!
– Somebody please help academia!

• Do not settle for mediocrity of service
– Know the difference between software craftsmanship and 

scripting/coding yourself into a corner
– Humbly listen to the needs of customers
– Adapt to come alongside them

• Don’t
– Overpromise & under deliver
– Exploit the going market-rate
– Make yourself hard to work with



Best Practices & 
Real Value

• Make everyone read
Agile Web Development w/ Rails

• Learn the whys of 
Extreme Programming

• Program with others!
• Ship It!

“Look Inside™” is a trademark of Amazon.com, believe it or not


