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Software Engineering or Software
Craftsmanship: Do We Care?

By Steve Berczuk | January 23,2012

SUMMARY

Much like a tenet of agile software development is that "planning is more important than
the plan,’ there are some questions about software development that are useful to
explore, even if you can't suggest a good answer. One of these these is whether what we,
as software developers do, is (or can be) engineering. Or should we call what we do
software craftsmanship?

Much like a tenet of agile software development is that "planning is more important than

the plan,’ there are some questions about software development that are useful to
explore, even if you can't suggest a good answer. One of these these is whether what we,
as software developers do, is (or can be) engineering.

| was talking with a colleague about a comment someone made about a post about
lessons that software engineers can learn from artists. In this comment the poster raised
an issue that comes up a lot when someone uses the phrase "software engineer." The
guestion was, in essence:

Is what we do when we build software "engineering” or "craft?"
My colleague, who has a background in Naval Engineering and who is engaged to an
Electrical Engineer (who designs and builds hardware) suggested that the difference is
that one rule of thumb might be:

It's engineering if you need to use calculation (about physical constraints).
An example was that to build a bridge you need to do calculations to determine if the
bridge, as designed, will support the load you want to support. Many of the "classical”
engineering disciplines (Mechanical, structural, electrical) fit that criterion. But by that
definition, some things which most would agree that are crafts, such as carpentry, involve
calculations. So there is probably more to it that that.
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builds a sensor to measure the performance of his home heating system is he doing
engineering, or is that activity more like a hobby or craft?

As | think of the question, and the frequency at which it comes up, | wonder:

Why does it matter whether we are software engineers or software craftsmen?

Engineering, to me, implies a certain level of discipline are repeatable process, and all of
the classic engineering disciplines are grounded in physical laws that we are fairly
confident in for the scales at which they apply.

If the "software engineering" question is important to you, take a minute to understand
why you are asking the question, as the reason for asking may affect the answer. You
can bring discipline to building something you regardless of whether or not you are
engineering. | don't think that the question of how (or whether) to make software into an
engineering discipline is an unimportant one. But | do think that it is often asked in a
vacuum, much like the an attempt at a user story that is missing the "so that..." clause.

To me, as a professional, it's more important that | bring discipline to what | do. | want to
build useful, quality, software where the definition of "quality” that is often most
appropriate is Jerry Weinberg's from Quality Software Management: Systems Thinking:

Quality is Value to Some Person.

It might be fair to say that we're not always "crafting" or "engineering" software when we
sit down at an IDE and program. Sometimes we're just coding (or hacking, or
programming). But if you (and your team) are committed to building software that meets
your customers needs, and you are always working to learn how to work better, you're
doing a good thing. And you don't need to call it engineering to acknowledge that.
Topics: software engineering, teams,
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| was educated as an engineer, and | define engineering as the application of scientific
principles to providing solutions for problems. Software is based on scientific principles
such as mathematics, logic and psychology, and provides solutions to problems.
Therefore software is engineering.
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