Virtual Lego

by John E. Burns

Computers don’t really do much mathematical computing.  Their original purpose was to crunch numbers, but today they mostly transport massive amounts of text.  Maybe Movers is more accurate.  

However, we still call them computers because we haven’t figured out just how they fit into our world.  The Internet is an idea that is too large to comprehend at the moment.  This is not uncommon with great scientific breakthroughs.  Insight is not foresight.

Alexander Graham Bell thought the phone would be handy to call the maid, and later Edison thought the recording machine would be a neat way to send audio messages or record phone calls.  Never occurred to him that people might put music on those disks.  Giant IBM couldn’t be bothered developing the operating system for the few machines they expected to make so they gave the job to a little company called Microsoft.

Society is struggling to come to grips with the import of computer mediated communications.  We don’t even understand the extent to which we use them as is evidenced by the millennium bug.  Will it be no problem, a minor problem or will the world stop?  We all use the Internet but no one really knows the size of it.

You can sit in the middle of Africa and wind up your computer, yes, literally wind up a big spring that generates the power, beam up to a satellite and communicate with the world.   Solar panels and stationary bicycles with generators are also employed.

Because we don’t understand the import of  the computer, we haven’t developed a specific language so we resort to simple analogies like bug, mouse, load, boot, window, icon, chat, crash or file.  We have a little trash can on our screens for document disposal.  Heady terms like virtual reality and intelligent computers cause serious cognitive dissonance.  At the moment we are unable to wrap our mind around those ideas.

Gothic cathedrals attempted to make the infinite imaginable.  Computers make the mundane seem infinite.  There is the hypnotic feeling of entering where mankind has not tread.

Because we cannot yet fit them into the scheme of things, designers and decorators can’t give us something that fits into our early American or modern decor.  They don’t fit anywhere with their wire entrails spilling out where everyone can trip over them.  Modern building have a space between each floor just to hide the evidence.  Apple’s latest attempt makes them look like something from a fruit stand.

They tend to be regarded more as toys.   The most presentable, sophisticated and used programs are games.  Universities have a major problem trying to get the students to use their expensive optic wired systems for something other than Freecell or versions of Dungeons and Dragons such as Quake. Who hasn’t played solitaire past bedtime?

Hackers tend to be pranksters rather than vandals.  Look at the names of the viruses for a chuckle.  The Internet is saturated with humor.  Maybe it will turn out to be just a toy.  As Nicholas Negroponte pointed out in a recent issue of  Wired:

When people play, they have their best ideas, and they make their best connections with their best friends.  In playing a game, the learning and exercise come for free.  Playing produces some of the most special times and most valuable lessons in life. (March, 1998, p. 204.)

Maybe it is just a huge toy, a virtual Lego or Tinker Toy, and we have not yet recognized it.  Any maybe that is exactly what the world needs.
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