v ONE: When a Pattern Emerged in My Mind. The Silent Failure

ONE

When a Pattern Emerged in My Mind.
The Silent Failure

“We thousht we were desioning software. We were actually designing language.’
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T'he Fintech Story

Let me tell you about a system that died. Not crashed. Not decommissioned. Not
rewritten. Died. The kind of death where everyone keeps showing up to work and
doing their best, and the system keeps getting harder and harder to change, until
eventually the company decides to limp along forever because rewriting is too expensive

and the existing system is too fragile to touch.

This was a fintech company. Smart people. Good technology. Clean code. The system
processed millions of dollars every day. The tests passed. The monitors were green.

The deployment pipeline was the envy of every startup in the city.

The product team called them Payments. The engineering team called them Txns. The
compliance team called them Settlements. The operations team called
them Fulfillments. Four words. Same database table. Same rows. Same columns. Same
bytes on the same disk.

Nobody in the room thought they were making an architectural decision. They thought
they were naming a box. A table. A class. A variable. A column. Just words. What harm

could words do?

Six months later, the system had four services.
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The compliance team needed audit logs for every settlement. But the engineering team's
transaction service did not store the data the way compliance needed. It stored amount
and timestamp. Compliance needed counterparty and legal entity and regulatory
classification. So, compliance built their own service. They called it the Settlement

Service.

The product team needed payment statuses that neither service had. Payment pending,
Payment processing. Payment complete. Payment failed. Payment refunded. The
engineering service only had status with three values. The compliance service did not
track status at all. So product built another service. They called it the Payment Status

Service.

The operations team needed fulfillment tracking that none of the others had.
Fulfillment had carriers and tracking numbers and delivery estimates and exception
codes. The engineering service had none of that. The compliance service had none of
that. The product service had none of that. So operations built a fourth service. They
called it the Fulfillment Tracking Service.

Four services. Four databases. Four teams. All reading and writing the same transaction
data. All with different meanings. Different rules. Different bugs.

Nobody designed this mess on purpose. The architecture didn't fail; it just emerged,
shaped not by engineers, but by the words they were using. When you asked why they
couldn't just share a single service, you got the same answer every time: "Because our

definition of transaction is different."

The team didn't know about Concept Merge or Meaning Split. They had never seen the

quiet, constructive power of Language Closure. And so the words did the designing for
them, badly.

The system did not die because the database was slow. The database was fine. The
system did not die because the code was bad. The code was typical. The system died
because the word Transaction meant four different things. And no one was allowed to
change anyone else's meaning without breaking their world.

The system died semantically. And nobody noticed until it was too late, because
semantic death does not trigger alerts. It does not fail tests. It does not show up on your
monitoring dashboard. It does not page anyone at 3 AM. It just makes everything harder
until you give up.
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The Logistics Story

Here is another one. A logistics company. The word was Order. Simple word. Everyone

knows what an order is.

The sales team meant a promise to a customer, a commitment. Something the customer
saw on their screen. Something that could be changed before shipping. Something that

had a total amount and a list of items and a delivery address.

The fulfillment team meant a set of items in a warehouse. A pick list. A packing slip. A
shipping label. Something that could not be changed after it left the dock. Something
that had weight and dimensions and fragility flags.

The finance team meant an invoice. A legal document. A request for payment.
Something that had tax amounts and discount breakdowns and payment terms.
Something that could be sent to collections if unpaid.

The support team meant a ticket. A customer problem. Something that had a reason
code and a resolution status and a case number. Something that could be escalated and

closed and reopened.

One word. Four meanings. One database table. Four teams.

The sales team added a field for customer preferences. Gift wrap. Gift message. Delivery instructions.
The fulfillment team did not need it. The finance team did not understand it. The support team
ignored it. The table grew.

The fulfillment team added a field for warehouse location. Aisle number. Bin number. Shelf number.
The sales team did not know what those meant. The finance team did not care. The support team

could not see them. The table grew.

The finance team added a field for tax jurisdiction. State. County. City. Special district. The sales team
did not know why there were four tax fields. The fulfillment team ignored them. The support team

could not explain them to customers. The table grew.

The support team added a field for escalation level. Level one. Level two. Level three. Legal. The sales
team did not know what triggered escalation. The fulfillment team did not know how to update it.

The finance team was afraid of it. The table grew.

The Order table had more than a hundred columns. Most of them null for most rows. Most of them

used by only one team. Most of them undocumented. Most of them inconsistent.
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The architecture had frozen the ambiguity. Order became a junk drawer. Everything went in. Nothing

came out clean.

They kept the same word. The same ambiguity. The same junk drawer. The new system had the same
problems within six months. They rewrote the code. They did not rewrite the language.

The Healthcare Story

Here is the third one. A healthcare company. The word was Patient.

The scheduling team meant an appointment. A time slot. A room. A provider. Someone who would
show up or not.

The billing team meant an account. A balance. An insurance claim. A copay. A deductible. The medical
records team meant a chart. A history. A diagnosis. A prescription. A lab result. The pharmacy team
meant a prescription. A refill. A prior authorization. A drug interaction. The compliance team meant
a legal entity. A consent form. A HIPAA authorization. A privacy notice.

One word. Five meanings. One database table. Five teams.

The Patient table had more than thirty columns. The scheduling team added appointment status. The
billing team added payment status. The medical records team added chart status. The pharmacy team
added prescription status. The compliance team added consent status.

Five different status fields. Each with its own values. Each with its own rules. Each with its own bugs.

A patient could have a pending appointment, an overdue balance, an incomplete chart, a refill due,
and an expired consent. All at the same time. The system had no way to represent this coherently

because all five meanings were compressed into a single row in a single table with a single identifier.

The team tried to fix it. They added comments. The comments lied. They added validation rules. The
rules conflicted. They added a workflow engine. The workflow engine made everything slower.

The system did not fail. It just accumulated. More columns. More conditionals. More bugs. More

meetings about what Patient actually meant.

No one knew. Everyone had their own definition. Everyone thought everyone else agreed.
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What These Stories Have in Common

Here is what these three stories have in common. They are not about technology. The fintech company
had a modern stack. The logistics company had a reasonable architecture. The healthcare company
had certified software.

They are not about skill. The engineers were smart. The product managers were experienced. The
teams were competent.

They are not about process. The companies had agile. They had reviews. They had testing, They had
deployment pipelines.

They are about a single thing. A thing that no one was looking at. A thing that was hiding in plain
sight. The words.

The words had stopped working. They meant different things to different people. The architecture
froze those different meanings into code. The code became harder and harder to change. The systems
died slowly. Not dramatically. Not with a crash. With a thousand small confusions.

A meeting that took fifteen minutes of definition arguments before anyone could talk about the actual
problem. A bug that took three weeks to find because the field name was accurate but the meaning
had drifted. A new person who spent weeks learning the hidden translations that everyone else had
learned to ignore. A refactoring that broke something far away because the same word was being used
in two different contexts.

These are not technical problems. They are linguistic problems wearing technical clothes (read it again,
please). And they are everywhere.

What I Used to Believe

Let me tell you what I used to believe. I used to believe that architecture started with requirements.
You talk to users. You write down what they need. That is the beginning.

T'used to believe that architecture was about structure. Services. Boundaries. Dependencies. Data flow.
Boxes and arrows.

I used to believe that naming was important but not foundational. You can rename things later.

Refactoring tools exist for a reason. The real design is the structure. The names are just labels.

T'used to believe thatif the code was clean, the tests were green, and the services were well-partitioned,
the system would be fine.
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Then I watched the fintech company die. And the logistics company. And the healthcare company.

I believed all of this for years and years and years!.

And three others just like them. The technology was different each time. The domain was different.
The team was different. The code was clean in every case. The tests passed. The services were
reasonable.

The pattern was the same. A word started with one meaning. Then it gained a second meaning. Then
a third. Nobody said no because everyone was reasonable and context matters and the business needed
the feature. The meanings drifted so far apart that no single model could hold them. The architecture,
which had been quietly designed around the original meaning, started cracking. People blamed the
code. They refactored. They rewrote. They did not touch the words.

The new system had the same words. The same ambiguity. The same fracture. The same death.

I stopped believing that architecture was mostly about structure after the third one.

The Question I Could Not Answer

For a long time, I did not have a name for what killed those systems.

I knew it was not technical debt. Technical debt is when you take a shortcut and you know you will

pay for it later. You can measure it. You can plan to pay it back. There are tools for it.

This was different. No one took a shortcut. No one said: "we will fix this later.” No one had a ticket.
Everyone thought they were doing the right thing. Adding that column made sense. Adding that status
value made sense. Using the same word made sense.

The debt accumulated anyway(ohh noo !).

I knew it was not bad code. The code was fine. The tests passed. The architecture diagrams looked

reasonable.

I knew it was not bad people. The teams were smart. They worked hard. They cared about quality.

Something else was happening. Something invisible. Something that no one was looking at.
I did not have a name for it. Not yet for this chapter!.

But I noticed a pattern. Every dead system had the same wound. A word that meant different things
to different people. A word that had been asked to do too much. A word that had fractured silently,
invisibly, while everyone built on top of it.

The word did not break the system. The word broke the language. The broken language froze into
architecture. The frozen architecture became code. The code became harder and harder to change.
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The system did not die because the code was bad. The system died because the meaning drifted apart
while the code stayed the same.

A Question Before You Continue

I am not going to give you a solution here. Not in this chapter. I am going to let you sit with these
stories. Three systems. Three words. One pattern.

A word fractured. The architecture froze the fracture. The system died, not from bad code. From
meaning that drifted apart while the code stayed the same.

Here is what I want you to do before you turn the page.

Think about the last system you worked on. Think about its most important
word. Customer. Order. Product. Payment. Transaction. Patient. Claim. Policy.

Ask yourself: does that word mean the same thing to everyone?

Not in theory. In practice. Ask the product manager. Ask the engineer. Ask the support lead. Ask the
compliance officer. Ask them to define the word. Write down their answers.

If the definitions diverge, you have a problem. Not a technical problem. A linguistic problem.

The system you are building is already dying. Slowly. Invisibly. One meeting at a time. One bug at a
time. One confused new person at a time.

You cannot fix it with a refactoring. You cannot fix it with a rewrite. You can only fix it by going back
to the language and asking: what did we actually mean?

That question is the beginning. Not the end. So keep going with me!



https://masoudbahrami.com/ldd

