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Keep (Over)reaching 
for the Stars

The year is 50,000 B.C.
By a stream in the woods,
very close to San Francisco
Bay, stood Gulden Gote
both nervous and excited

about the experiment he was about to perform. The
elders of the tribe stood close by in rapt attention.
Gulden pushed three logs of wood across the stream,
carefully wedging each between rocks at either end,
with a rock in the middle for additional support. He
took hardy twine and strapped the logs together in four
places along the length. He then led a loaded mule
across the stream. 

The first bridge known to mankind was built and
tested that day. Everyone cheered. Flushed with 
enthusiasm Gulden rushed to the top of a nearby hill,
pointed across the Bay, and announced to the elders
that they should immediately commence work to build
a mighty bridge over the next 50 years, and he 
proclaimed it shall be called the “Gulden Gote Bridge.”
The elders physically restrained him, calmed him down,
and assigned him to teach others his bridge-building
techniques. Some 50,000 years later, Gulden’s 
descendants were among those who helped build the
bridge across the bay. Perhaps, it was in his honor, they
called it the Golden Gate Bridge.

Some 50,000 years later, several other descendants
of Gote from the tribe called “Computer Scientists”
proclaimed the birth of the first programmable com-
puter. The clan then decided that within the next 50
years they would build amazing computers that
would help put men on the moon, revolutionize
medicine, and change the fundamental dynamics of
human social interaction and commerce. Luckily,
there were no tribal elders to restrain them, and here

we are. We of this tribe should be unabashedly
proud of what we have achieved. If we had not 
overreached we would not be here. 

But, we are also constantly faced with the conse-
quences of our overreaching. Our ability to build
quality software has improved very little in the last
50 years. One can make the argument that since
problem complexity is increasing faster than our
software engineering techniques, the overall quality
of what we build is decreasing. Every new
advance—from AI to client server to OO—has
been hailed as the answer, but fails on its overarch-
ing promise. In wake of such failure, however, we
have discovered several gems to move us all forward.
The business leaders and the financiers cannot
restrain us; they do not know how. Indeed, they
believe (or reluctantly accept) every new overreach-
ing promise we make. It’s no wonder most of our
software projects fail.

Examples abound. We overreached with client
server computing. If all the dollars spent on failed
client server projects over the last 20 years were
donated to charity, we could have ended poverty in
several countries. If all the energies and frustrations
spent on getting PCs to work were bottled up and
channeled to rocket science, we would have long set-
tled Mars. Yet, without client server computing and
home PCs there would be no Web. There would be
no e-commerce. And worse, there would be no Soli-
taire or Tetris!

Is there a lesson here? I think so. Those building
the technology should constantly overreach. Those
implementing and deploying software should eschew
the latest buzzwords, develop a far healthier level of
skepticism than has been on display, and prudently
follow the safe path, even if it is not the sexiest path.
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Perhaps this will allow us to continue to blaze on at
the mind-bending pace we’ve set, and yet, regain and
maintain the confidence of those who place their
trust in us to build our software bridges. 

But when all is said and done, our tribe has man-
aged to build the computer equivalent of the Golden
Gate Bridge over the last 50 years. We can either be
disappointed that parts of it keep collapsing, and
maybe it rusts too fast; we may complain our com-
muters are unreasonable and expect to be able to

cross our bridge on time, every time, without fear or
harm. Or we could be thrilled it stands there at all—
a monument to the most dazzling engineering disci-
pline ever.

Ravi Ganesan is CEO of SingleSignon.Net, Reston, VA. He is also
a member of Communications’ Editorial Advisory Board.

Copyright held by author.

c

COMMUNICATIONS OF THE ACM March 2001/Vol. 44, No. 3 135

Software Solutions

Rachael Vallard, age 11

There is a theory which states that if ever anyone ever discovers exactly 
what the universe is for and why it is here, it will instantly disappear and be replaced by

something even more bizarre and inexplicable. There is another theory which 
states that this has already happened. — Douglas Adams, author, futurist


