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The Tao of Programming
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1. The wise programmer is told about Tao and follows it. The av-
erage programmer is told about Tao and searches for it. The foolish
programmer is told about Tao and laughs at it.

If it were not for laughter, there would be no Tao.
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The highest sounds are hardest to hear. Going forward is a way
to retreat. Great talent shows itself late in life. Even a perfect pro-

gram still has bugs.

2. A programmer from a very large computer company went to a
software conference and then returned to report to his manager, say-
ing: “What sort of programmers work for other companies? They
behaved badly and were unconcerned with appearances. There hair
was long and unkept and their clothes were wrinkled and old. They
crashed out the hospitality suite and they made rude noises during
my presentation.

The manager said: “I should have never sent you to the confer-
ence. Those programmers live beyond the physical world. They
consider life absurd, an accidental coincidence. They come and go
without knowing limitations. Without a care, they live only for
their programs. Why should they bother with social conventions?

They are alive within the Tao.”

3. There once was a man who went to a compufer trade show.
Each day as he entered, the man told the guard at the door:

“I am a great thief, renowned for my feats of shoplifting. Be
forewarned, for this trade show shall not escape unplundered. ”

This speech disturbed the guard greatly, because there were
millions of dollars of computer equipment inside, so he watched the
man carefully. But the man merely wandered from booth to booth,
humming quietly to himself.

When the man left, the guard took him aside and searched his
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clothes, but nothing was to be found.

On the next day of the trade show, the man returned and chid-
ed the guard saying: “1 escaped with a vast booty yesterday, but to-
day will be even better. ” So the guard watched him ever more close-
ly, but to no avail.

On the final day of the trade show, the guard could restrain his
curiosity no longer. “Sir Thief,” he said, “I am so perplexed, I
cannot live in peace. Please enlighten me. What is it that you are
stealing?”

The man smiled. “I am stealing ideas,” he said.

4. A manager went to the master programmer and showed him the
requirements document for a new application. The manager asked
the master: “How long will it take to design this system if 1 assign
five programmers to it?”

“It will take one year,” said the master promptly.

“But we need this system immediately or even sooner! How
long will it take if [ assign ten programmers to it?”

The master programmer frowned. “In that case, it will take
two years.

“And what if | assign a hundred programmers to it?”

The master programmer shrugged. “Then the design will never

be completed,” he said.

5. Prince Wang’ s programmer was coding software. His fingers
danced upon the keyboard. The program compiled without an error

message, and the program ran like a gentle wind.
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“Excellent!” the Prince exclaimed, “Your technique is fault-
less!”

“Technique?” said the programmer turning from his terminal,
“What I follow is Tao — beyond all techniques! When I first began
to program 1 would’ see before me the whole problem in one mass.
After three years I no longer saw this mass. Instead, I used subrou-
tines. But now I see nothing. My whole being exists in a formless
void. My senses are idle. My spirit, free to work without plan, fol-
lows its own instinct. In short, my program writes itself. True,
sometimes there are difficult problems. I see them coming, I slow
down, I watch silently. Then I change a single line of code and the
difficulties vanish like puffs of idle smoke. I then compile the pro-
gram. I sit still and let the joy of the work fill my being. I close my
eyes for a moment and then log off.”

Prince Wang said, “Would that all of my programmers were as

s 1”
wise.

6. A manager was about to be fired, but a programmer who
worked for him invented a new program that became popular and
sold well. As a result, the manager retained his job.

The manager tries to give the programmer a bonus, but the
programmer refused it, saying, “I wrote the program because I
thought it was an interesting concept, and thus I expect no re-
ward.”

The manager upon hearing this remarked, “This programmer,
though he holds a position of small esteem, understands well the
proper duty of an employee. Lets promote him to the exalted posi-

tion of management consultant!”

4
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But when told this, the programmer once more refused, say-
ing, “I exist so that I can program. If I were promoted, 1 would do
nothing but waste everyone’s time. Can I go now? I have a program

that I’ m working on.”

7. A manager went to his programmers and told them: “As regards
to your work hours: you are going to have to come in at nine in the
morning and leave at five in the afternoon. ” At this, all of them be-
came angry and several resigned on the spot.

So the manager said: “All right, in that case you may set your
own working hours, as long as you finish your projects on sched-
ule.” The programmers, now satisfied, began to come in at noon

and work to the wee hours of the morning.

8. A master programmer passed a novice programmer one day. The
master noted the novice’s preoccupation with a hand-held computer
game. “Excuse me”, he said, “may I examine it?”

The novice bolted to attention and handed the device to the
master. | see that the device claims to have three levels of play:
Easy, Medium and Hard”, said the master. “Yet every such device
has another level of play, where the device seeks not to conquer the
human, nor to be conquered by the human.”

“Pray, great master”, implored the novice, “how does one find
this mysterious settings?”

The master dropped the device to the ground and crushed it un-

der foot. And suddenly the novice was enlightened.
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Notes
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Comprehension (multiple choice)
1. According to story 1, which of the followings might be the au-
thor’ s point of view?
A. Tao would always made some people laugh.
B. One says he is going forward is backward actually.
C. Highest sounds are harmful to ear.

D. Geniuses hide themselves somehow.

2. In story 2, the manager
A. was satisfied with the programmer’s report.
B. was interested in the programmers worked for other compa-
nies.
C. knew what is important to a programmer.

D. did not bother with social conventions.

3. Sir Thief, in story 3, was stealing ideas of
A. the guards’. B. the trade show.

6
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C.

shoplifting. D. computer programming.

4. What might probably be infered from story 47

A.

B.

It would take less than 3 months to design the system by the
master programmer himself.

The master programmer was joking when he said the design
would never be completed.

It did not matter how many programmers took part in the
system design.

The master programmer held the Tao in programming while

the manager did not.

5. Story 5 comes from

A.
C.

KT A B. #RELETS
FEF il D. Bi=&

6. What seems to be the main idea of story 67

A.

B.
C.
D.

A manager is useless to a group of programmers.

Good programmers are fond of the fun inside programming.
Managers work for money and promotion.

Managers should try their best to understand the need of the

employees.

7. Story 7 states that

A.

B.

the working styles are not so important in order to complete

your task.
programmers are easy with guys if you give them a bit free-

dom in time.
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C. working hours is a sesitive problem to employees.

. a clever manager knows the secret of strategy change.

. Which of the following statements can NOT be infered from sto-

ry 87

A. The novice’s preoccupation was not his job.

B. The master programmer understand game players very well.

C. The master programmer did not appreciate the computer
game.

D. The novice {inally realized that the game is rubbish.



