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CHAPTER OVERVIEW

8: Basic Programming

Machine dreams hold a special vertigo.

–William Gibson
Up to this point in the book I’ve tried hard to avoid using the word “programming” too much because – at least in my experience –
it’s a word that can cause a lot of fear. For one reason or another, programming (like mathematics and statistics) is often perceived
by people on the “outside” as a black art, a magical skill that can be learned only by some kind of super-nerd. I think this is a
shame. It’s certainly true that advanced programming is a very specialised skill: several different skills actually, since there’s quite a
lot of different kinds of programming out there. However, the basics of programming aren’t all that hard, and you can accomplish a
lot of very impressive things just using those basics.

With that in mind, the goal of this chapter is to discuss a few basic programming concepts and how to apply them in R. However,
before I do, I want to make one further attempt to point out just how non-magical programming really is, via one very simple
observation: you already know how to do it. Stripped to its essentials, programming is nothing more (and nothing less) than the
process of writing out a bunch of instructions that a computer can understand. To phrase this slightly differently, when you write a
computer program, you need to write it in a programming language that the computer knows how to interpret. R is one such
language. Although I’ve been having you type all your commands at the command prompt, and all the commands in this book so
far have been shown as if that’s what I were doing, it’s also quite possible (and as you’ll see shortly, shockingly easy) to write a
program using these R commands. In other words, if this is the first time reading this book, then you’re only one short chapter
away from being able to legitimately claim that you can program in R, albeit at a beginner’s level.
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