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Things to know about Python

● Created by Guido van Rossum
– He is (was) the “Benevolent Dictator for Life”
– Makes the final decisions when necessary

● Strong principles
– The “Zen of Python” >>> import this

– Python Enhancement Proposals (PEPs)
● Widespread adoption across many fields
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Pythonic appears to be 'a thing'

“It would be
more pythonic

to...”
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...but 100s of people seem sceptical
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“Pythonic” because of the style guide (PEP 8)
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“Pythonic” because of performance
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And there are exceptions
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Creative use of the word “Pythonic”
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Is there a definition for “Pythonic”?

So it's “Using Python-specific syntax and concepts”, right?

But what do developers believe?
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What does Pythonic mean?

“makes code easier to 
understand and maintain”

“using features provided 
by the language or 
standard library”

“elegant and readable code”

“boosts readability and 
performance”

“simply the most 
accepted way of writing 
python”
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Using Python idioms != Pythonic

→ Using idioms != Pythonic code

→ Using idioms != always more readable
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Novice vs. Pro

             Novice:
– Better style
– Fewer lines of code
– Using idioms
– Simpler interpretation

               Pro:
– Using built-in functionality
– Efficient execution
– Writing elegant code
– Less concrete interpretation
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Learning 'Pythonic'?

“StackOverflow shows you multiple points of 
view of people, and you always learn.”

“Becoming a pythonic programmer takes time”

“My code became more 
pythonic year after year”

“reading code in repositories of other projects”

“from colleagues 
during code review”

“saw them in documentation”

→ Pythonic not  taught in books or lectures

→ Seems to creep in with experience



47

Do you care? Do your peers care?



48

Do you care? Do your peers care?

“Pythonic code is positively 
viewed but not required”



49

Do you care? Do your peers care?

“Pythonic code is positively 
viewed but not required”

“If you're a novice Python programmer, 
better focus on general programming skills”



50

Do you care? Do your peers care?

“Pythonic idioms can at least 
be used to measure a 

developer’s knowledge.”

“Pythonic code is positively 
viewed but not required”

“If you're a novice Python programmer, 
better focus on general programming skills”



51

Do you care? Do your peers care?

“Pythonic idioms can at least 
be used to measure a 

developer’s knowledge.”

“Pythonic code is positively 
viewed but not required”

“If you're a novice Python programmer, 
better focus on general programming skills”

“If I learn a new idiom I add it to my toolbox and then when I touch 
something, I modify it and leave it better, but it’s not an obsession.



52

Do you care? Do your peers care?

“Pythonic idioms can at least 
be used to measure a 

developer’s knowledge.”

“Pythonic code is positively 
viewed but not required”

“If you're a novice Python programmer, 
better focus on general programming skills”

“If I learn a new idiom I add it to my toolbox and then when I touch 
something, I modify it and leave it better, but it’s not an obsession.

→ Pythonic important, but not formally

→ Pythonic signals expertise and garners respect
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A catalogue of Pythonic Idioms

● Published online at http://pythonic.libresoft.info/catalogue
– including examples, references and benchmarks

● Compiled from
– Several books (on learning and applying Python)
– Online statements by influential and renowned Python developers

● Classified into “performance” and “readability”
– performance measured using benchmarks
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A catalogue of Pythonic Idioms
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Empirical study setup

● Most recent commit in 1000 Python projects from GitHub
– >1mb, sorted by stars, cleaned for books etc., no forks, not archived
– 178,735 files, 38,505,577 lines of code

● Analyzed using LISA (http://t.uzh.ch/Fk)
– AST-based detection of all idioms

● Idiom occurences in #projects and total occurence count
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Empirical study - a quick look

Idiom # projects (out of 1000) # of occurences

List comprehension 866 75,466

Generator expressions 709 33,038

Dict comprehension 146 796

Simple magic methods

Intermediate magic methods

Advanced magic methods

__nonzero__(self)
Defines behavior for when bool() is called on an instance of your class. 
Should return True or False, depending on whether you would want to 
consider the instance to be True or False.

Magic methods
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Empirical study - a quick look

Idiom # projects (out of 1000) # of occurences

List comprehension 866 75,466

Generator expressions 709 33,038

Dict comprehension 146 796

Simple magic methods 759 78,376

Intermediate magic methods 417 13,255

Advanced magic methods 190 2,613

→ More in-depth research is needed

→ Detecting anti-idioms is difficult
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What we learned so far

● “Pythonic” is important - somehow
● “Pythonic” encompasses more than just programming idioms
● Using “Pythonic idioms”...

– makes you appear more knowledgeable
– alone does not necessarily make your code better or more pythonic

● “Pythonic” does not always mean “more readable” for everyone
● “Pythonic” is not learned systematically
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Questions remain...

● Is there something special in the culture of Python?
– The Zen of Python / “one way to do it”
– Why are there no words like “Rubyist”, “Javanese” or “C#y”

● If “Pythonic” is not just syntax and idioms, what is it?
● Does “Pythonic” correlate with code quality?
● Is “Pythonic” just a posh mark of pride serving to create a two-tier 

society within the Python community?
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