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Evolved from The UIUC SAG

In the early 90ôs we were studying 
objects, frameworks, components, 
reusability, patterns, ñgoodò architecture.

However, in our SAG group we often 
noticed that although we talk a good 
game, many successful systems do not 
have a good internal structure at all.
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Selfish Class

Brian and I had just published a paper 

called Selfish Class which takes a codeôs-

eye view of software reuse and evolution. 

In contrast, our BBoM paper noted that in 

reality, a lot of code was hard to (re)-use. 
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Why BBoM?

Why was this phenomenon so 
prevalent in our industry?  We 
talk a good game.

We had seen where Lisp had failed, 
Smalltalk was starting to fail, 
Windows was winning.  Why was 
this?  What is there about some 
systems that failed compared to 
systems that succeed, even when 
they seemed better.

http://www.amazon.com/gp/reader/0192860925/ref=sib_dp_pt
http://www.stg.brown.edu/projects/hypertext/landow/victorian/darwin/darwin5.html
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Big Ball of Mud
Alias: Shantytown, Spaghetti Code

A BIG BALL OF MUD is haphazardly 

structured, sprawling, sloppy, duct-tape and bailing 

wire, spaghetti code jungle.

The de-facto standard software 

architecture.  Why is the gap 

between what we preach and

what we practice so large?

We preach we want to build high quality 

systems but why are BBoMs so prevalent?
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Big Ball of Mud
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Worse is Better

Ideas resembles Gabrielôs 1991
ñWorse is Betterò

Worse is Better is an argument to 
release early and then have the 
market help you design the final 
product. It is taken as the first 
published argument for open 
source, among other things.

Do BBoM systems have a Quality?
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Worse is Better (examples)

Betamax vs VHS Format

Á Why did VHS win?

Á Betamax was arguably a better format

Macintosh vs Windows

Á Mac was easier to use

Á Far superior in many ways

MS Word/Publisher vs FrameMaker

Á Lotôs of people use word

Á FrameMaker is better for books
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What exactly do we

mean by "Big"? 

Well, for teams I consider > 10^2 big

and for code I consider > 10^5 big 

Teams can write good code. Smalltalk 

is an example. I've seen teams of things 

written by 10^1 or 10^2 be pretty good 

and definitely would not be considered 

to be a BBoM. 
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Legacy == Mud?
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Legacy != Mud???

Does Legacy happen within months or a year 

after the first release?

Or is legacy after the second release? 

What about Muddy code that is released on the 

first version?  Is this a counterexample?

Is all Legacy Mud?  Smalltalk???
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Is Mud Normal?

Well, just read our paper....there are 

"normal" reasons why it happens. Maybe 

it is the best we can do right now. 

If mud is such a bad thing, why do

people keep making it?

Maybe if we accept it and teach it more 

then we can deal with it better and help 

prevent it from getting too bad.
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Question

So, why DO people build Big Balls of Mud? 

Big Balls of Mud in Agile Development ïCan we Avoid Them -- 14

Where Mud Comes From

People Write Code Ą People make Mud

http://www.zippah.com/~dtweed/dilbert/w0726866.htm
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Keep it Working, Piecemeal 

Growth, Throwaway Code
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Copy ónô Paste

http://liftoff.msfc.nasa.gov/RealTime/JTrack/Spacecraft.html


11/3/2010

9

Big Balls of Mud in Agile Development ïCan we Avoid Them -- 17

The Age of Sampling
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Big Bucket of Glue


