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Chapter 1. About Objective-C Essentials 

1.1 Why are you reading this?  

On the surface this sounds like an odd opening sentence for a programming book. After all, if 

this were a book about JavaScript or PHP I'd be safe in assuming that you planned to develop 

some kind of web site or web application. Similarly, if this were a Visual Basic book it'd be a 

good bet that you had plans to write a Windows application. Indeed, had I asked this question a 

few years ago, I could have guessed with a reasonable level of confidence that you wanted to 

learn Objective-C in order to develop some software to run on Apple's Mac OS X operating 

system. Now, however, there is a greater likelihood that you plan to develop an application to 

run on the iPhone.  

The iPhone, after all, runs a special version of Mac OS X. Given that Objective-C is the 

programming language of choice for this operating system it should come as no surprise that 

before you can develop iPhone applications you first need to learn how to program in 

Objective-C.  

The objective of this book is to teach the skills necessary to program in Objective-C using a style 

that is easy to follow, rich in examples and accessible to those who have never used Objective-C 

before. Topics covered include the fundamentals of Objective-C such as variables, looping and 

flow control. Also included are details of object oriented programming, working with files and 

memory and the Objective-C Foundation framework.  

Those who have developed using other programming languages such as C, C++, C# or Java will 

find much about Objective-C that is familiar. That said, there are aspects of the language syntax 

that are unique to Objective-C. Even experienced programmers should therefore expect to 

spend some time transitioning to this increasingly popular programming language before 

embarking on a major development project.  

Whatever your background and experience, we have worked hard to make this book as useful 

and helpful as possible as you traverse the Objective-C learning curve.  

1.2 Supported Platforms  

After all this talk about Mac OS X and the iPhone, it is important to note that Objective-C is not 

confined to Apple's operating systems. In fact, Objective-C is available on a wide range of 

platforms including Linux, NetBSD, OpenBSD, FreeBSD, Solaris and Windows in the form of the 

open source GNUstep environment. This means that anyone with access to a GNUstep 

supported platform can learn Objective-C for free, though if your ultimate objective is to 
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develop for the iPhone, you will at some point need access to an Intel based Mac computer 

system.  

Perhaps one key advantage to using a Mac OS X system for learning Objective-C comes in the 

form of access to Apple's Xcode development environment. Other than references to Xcode in 

early chapters, however, the remainder of this book is intended to be as platform agnostic as 

possible.  
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Chapter 2. The History of Objective-C 

Before learning the intricacies of a new programming language it is often worth taking a little 

time to learn about the history and legacy of that language. In this chapter of Objective-C 2.0 

Essentials we will provide a brief overview of the origins of Objective-C and the business history 

that ultimately led to it becoming the programming language of choice for both Mac OS X and 

the iPhone.  

2.1  The C Programming Language  

Objective-C is based on a programming language called, quite simply, C. The origins of the C 

programming language can be traced back nearly 40 years to two engineers named Dennis 

Ritchie and Ken Thompson working at what is now known as AT&T Bell Labs. At the time, the 

two were working on developing the UNIX operating system on PDP-7 and PDP-11 systems. 

After attempts to write this operating system using assembly language (essentially using 

sequences of instruction codes understood by the processor), it was decided that a higher level, 

more programmer friendly programming language was required to handle the complexity of an 

operating system such as UNIX. The first attempt was a language called B. The B language, 

which was based on a language called BCPL, was found to be lacking. Taking the next initial 

from the BCPL name, the C language was created and subsequently used to write much of the 

UNIX operating system kernel and infrastructure. As far as we can tell, C was so successful that 

new languages named P and L never needed to be created.  

2.2 The Smalltalk programming Language  

The C programming language is what is known as a procedural language. As such, this means 

that it lacks features such as object oriented programming. Object oriented programming 

advocates the creation of small, clearly defined code objects that can be assembled and reused 

to create more complex systems.  

An early attempt at an object-oriented programming language was developed by a team 

including Alan Kay (who later went to work for Apple) and Dan Ingalls at Xerox PARC (Palo Alto 

Research Center) in the 1970s. This language is known as Smalltalk.  

2.3 C meets Smalltalk  

An interesting history lesson so far, but what does this have to with Objective-C? Well, in the 

1980s, two developers named Brad Cox and Tom Love extended the C programming language 

to support the object oriented features of Smalltalk. This melding of languages ultimately 

culminated in the creation of Objective-C. Objective-C was subsequently adopted by the Free 

Software Foundation and released under the terms of the GNU Public License (GPL).  

http://www.techotopia.com/index.php/Objective-C_2.0_Essentials
http://www.techotopia.com/index.php/Objective-C_2.0_Essentials
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2.4 Objective-C and Apple  

To understand how Objective-C, a language based on two 40 year old programming languages, 

ended up being the language of choice on Mac OS X and the latest cutting edge smart phones 

from Apple it is necessary to move away from technology for a while and talk about business.  

In the 1980s Steve Jobs and Steve Wozniak founded Apple Computer. After many years of 

success, Steve Jobs hired a marketing wizard from PepsiCo called John Sculley to help take 

Apple to the next level of business success. To cut a long story short, a boardroom battle 

ensued and Steve Jobs got pushed out of the company (for the long version of the story pick up 

a used copy of John Sculley's book Odyssey: From Pepsi to Apple) leaving John Sculley in charge.  

After leaving Apple, Jobs started a new company called NeXT to design an entirely new 

generation of computer system. The operating system developed by NeXT to run on these 

computers was called NeXTstep. In order to develop NeXTstep, NeXT licensed Objective-C. 

NeXT subsequently joined forces with Sun Microsystems to create a standardized version of 

NeXTstep named OPENstep which the Free Software Foundation then adopted as GNUstep.  

During the 1990s, John Sculley left Apple and a procession of new CEOs came and went. During 

this time, Apple had been losing market share and struggling to come out with a new operating 

system to replace the aging Mac OS. After a number of failed attempts and partnerships, it was 

eventually decided that rather than try to write a new operating system, Apple should acquire a 

company that already had one. During Gil Amelio's brief reign as CEO, a shortlist of two 

companies was drawn up. One was a company called Be, Inc. founded by a former Apple 

employee named Jean-Louis Gassée, and the other was NeXT.  

Ultimately, NeXT was selected and Steve Jobs once again joined Apple. In another boardroom 

struggle (another long story as outlined in Gil Amelio's book On the Firing Line: My 500 Days at 

Apple) Steve Jobs pushed out Gil Amelio and once again became CEO of the company he had 

founded all those years ago.  

The rest, as they say, is history. NeXTStep formed the foundation of what became Mac OS X, 

bringing with it Objective-C. Mac OS X was subsequently modified to provide the operating 

system for the spectacularly successful iPhone.  

  


	About Objective-C Essentials
	Why are you reading this?
	Supported Platforms

	The History of Objective-C
	The C Programming Language
	The Smalltalk programming Language
	C meets Smalltalk
	Objective-C and Apple


