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How to use Functional languages to cure 
night blindness and Male Pattern Baldness 
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WHO, WHAT, WHY

• Who:  Tony Falco, Basho COO
• What:  A conversation punctuated by 

anecdotes
• Why:  Enlightened self-interest
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Basho

• Thirty-three people, no more than five in 
any one place

• We make Riak - cloud data management 
software.  A platform, if you please. :) 
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• Cloud - our difficult relationship with 
the term itself is illustrative

A Brief Digression

"Digression is the soul of wit. Take the philosophic asides away from Dante, Milton or 
Hamlet's father's ghost and what stays is dry bones."  
                                                                               - Ray Bradbury

Intellectual Purity Pragmatism

Success/Financial Reward
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Noble, academic but also 
self satisfied, complacent or 

worse, defensive.

Rugged, practical, easy to 
justify, often unsupportable 

and even poorly made.

More in common with 
pragmatism, a very small 

target to aim for.

Friday, 1 July 2011



• Cloud - our difficult relationship with 
the term itself is illustrative

A Brief Digression

"Digression is the soul of wit. Take the philosophic asides away from Dante, Milton or 
Hamlet's father's ghost and what stays is dry bones."  
                                                                               - Ray Bradbury

Intellectual Purity Pragmatism

The intersection of any of 
any two areas is quite small  
and all three is quite rare.

Success/Financial Reward

Friday, 1 July 2011



• The intersection is often confused for 
“Luck” by the unprepared.

A Brief Digression

"Digression is the soul of wit. Take the philosophic asides away from Dante, Milton or 
Hamlet's father's ghost and what stays is dry bones."  
                                                                               - Ray Bradbury

Intellectual Purity Pragmatism

Luck
The intersection of any of 

any two areas is quite small  
and all three is quite rare.

Luck =  opportunity + 
preparation.Success/Financial Reward
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• Therefore, we no long use “” around 
cloud.  Cloud data management!!!

A Brief Digression

"Digression is the soul of wit. Take the philosophic asides away from Dante, Milton or 
Hamlet's father's ghost and what stays is dry bones."  
                                                                               - Ray Bradbury
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Basho

• Thirty-three people, no more than four 
in any one place.

• We make Riak - cloud data management 
software.  A platform, if you please. :)  

• We didn’t intend to make Riak when we 
started out.  

• Of course, when asked, we will say this 
is all part of a master plan.
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Myths and Facts 
About Erlang and 

Startups
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Myth #1:  Popularity 
Equals Utility

• “Erlang, Java, C, F#, Scala - for cloud projects, each language 
has some advantages and any will do. In fact, more popular 
languages are more popular for a reason.” 

• FACT:  Bullshit.  

• Erlang is demonstrably better for building the distributed 
systems the world economy demands. PERIOD.

• FACT:  The Tiobe rankings are not a technical specification.  
Popularity does not equal utility.

• FACT:  We have an enormous opportunity here to shift the 
debate.  Facts shift the debate but not facts alone.
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Myth #2: Erlang Is Your 
“Secret Sauce.”

•  “Since Erlang is demonstrably better for building the 
distributed systems the world economy demands, you 
must agree it is our competitive advantage.”

• FACT:  Never ever ever ever mention Erlang to:

• Investors

• Early adopters you suspect are kindred spirits in a 
moment of closeness.

• Any other time you are not explicitly asked unless 
you must lie to avoid saying the word.

• FACT:  We can change this.

Friday, 1 July 2011



Myth #3: Hiring

•  “[You|Your clients] will never be able to hire 
anyone.”

•  FACT:  We’ve been able to hired BECAUSE of 
Erlang.

•  FACT:  A client will say, quite truly, “You can but 
you are a startup.  Our corporate HR won’t be able 
to.”

•  FACT:  Don’t expect everyone to learn Erlang but 
some will/can.  Don’t plan your business on either 
new employees or client users learning Erlang.
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museum while JSCONF takes place in an airport hotel?
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• Other factors likely - CouchDB adoption vs. Riak. “Thus do I refute thee.”

• FACT:  If users have a compelling reason to learn anything, they will.  We can 
provide them that reason.
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Myth #5: Erlang is Too 
Industrial Grade

•  “Erlang comes from the world of telco grade switches.  It is 
therefore way too heavy-weight.”

• A species of the “easy/hard” debate and anyways, not really 
the point.

• FACT:  Since when is that bad?  If someone wrote telco 
equipment and switches in Javascript, you can be damn sure 
we’d hear about how Javascript is industrial grade.

• FACT:  Unfortunately, Investors seem more committed to 
problems concerning how, where, and with whom we spend our 
free time

• FACT:  Clients with money are less interested in these sorts of 
problems.  They have real infrastructure challenges.
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So...what have we 
learned in three+ years?

• The Erlang community has sustained us during dark 
times.  Invest in community.

• Lose the purer-than-thou attitude, not the discipline and 
rigor.

• Those things which you think are your core strengths 
may not help, or may even hurt, your business.  Listen to 
other people.

• Choose the right tools but recognize they will have a cost 
to use. Is it worth it?

• If you believe in your approach, adjust but do not 
abandon it.  The market will arrive...if you are right.
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Most Importantly

• You will find early, often seemingly insignificant, support for the 
notion you are right in your approach.

• For Basho it was:

• Bob Ippolito and Mochi Media

• Rob Chandhok, President of Qualcomm Software

• Comcast CIM group - the HOSS team led by Jon Moore
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Erlang is not where it can be.  I have tried to give you some 
hard won lessons on how to navigate the obstacles.

We have a lot of work to do but we work in a proud 
tradition.

The telling of the history of Erlang that opens up every 
Erlang Factory is itself the story of ornery people who knew 
there was a right way to do something and tried to 
approximate that right way in code.  

We are all here because they did not give up despite 
adversity.
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Thank you.

Tony Falco, Basho Technologies

@antonyfalco

tony@basho.com
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