
Escape from  
the ivory tower  

The Haskell journey  
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1976-80 

John and Simon 
go to university  

 
Early days of microprocessors  

4kbytes is a lot of memory  

Cambridge University has one (1) computer  



The late 1970s, early 1980s  

SK combinators,  
graph reduction  

(Turner)  

e.g.       ( \ x. x+x) 5  
= S (S (K +) I) I 5  

Lambda the Ultimate  
(Steele, Sussman) 



Backus Turing Award 1977  

John Backus Dec 1924 ð Mar 2007  



The Call 

Dataflow architectures  
(Arvind et al)  

Lazy functional  
programming 

(Friedman, Wise, 
Henderson, Morris, Turner)  

SK combinators,  
graph reduction  

(Turner)  

Backus 
Can programming be 

liberated from the von 
Neumann style? 

Functional programming:  
recursion, pattern matching, 

comprehensions etc etc  
(ML, SASL, KRC, Hope, Id)  

Have no truck with the 
grubby compromises of 

imperative programming!  
 

Go forth, follow the Path 
of Purity, and design  

new languages  
and new computers  
and rule the world  

òBecause we all 
want to build our 
own language and 

VMó   
Cameron Purdy 



Result  

Chaos 
Many, many bright young things  

Many conferences  
(birth of FPCA, LFP)  

Many languages  
(Miranda, LML, Orwell, Ponder, Alfl , Clean) 

Many compilers  

Many architectures  
(mostly doomed ) 



Crystalisation  

FPCA, Sept 1987: initial meeting.  
A dozen lazy functional programmers, wanting to agree 

on a common language. 

ÁSuitable for teaching, research, and application  

ÁFormally -described syntax and semantics  

ÁFreely available  

ÁEmbody the apparent consensus of ideas  

ÁReduce unnecessary diversity  

Absolutely no clue how much work we were taking on  

Led to...a succession of face -to -face meetings  

 

  April 1990 (2½ yrs later): Haskell 1.0  report  



History of most research 
languages 
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Successful research languages  
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C++, Java, Perl, Ruby 
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Threshold of immortality  



Committee languages 
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Haskell  
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òLearning Haskell is a great way of 
training yourself to think functionally 

so you are ready to take full 
advantage of C# 3.0 when it comes 

outó  
(blog Apr 2007)  

òI'm already looking at 
coding problems and my 

mental perspective is now 
shifting back and forth 
between purely OO and 
more FP styled solutionsó  

(blog Mar 2007)  

Apr 1990  1995 2000  2005  2010 

              Java  
(òa legacy languageó Ola Bini Yow 2011) 



Haskell is 21; so is Michael  

Michael (b 1990)  



Haskell the cat ( b. 2002)  



WG2.8 June 1992  



WG2.8 June 1992  
Phil John  



WG2.8 June 1992  

Dorothy  

Sarah 



Language popularity  
how much language X is used 

langpop.com langpop.com Nov 2011 

Haskell #20  
(#25 in 2008)  



Language popularity  
how much language X is talked about  

 

langpop.com Nov 2011 

Haskell #5  
(#6 in 2008)  



Incredibly supportive community  



Mobilising the community  

ÁPackage = unit of distribution  

ÁCabal: simple tool to install package 
and all its dependencies  

 

ÁHackage: central  
repository of  
packages, with  
open upload policy 

bash $ cabal install pressburger  



Now over 3,5000 packages on Hackage 


