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Trip report IBM Seminar "Communication and Computers", Newcastle, Sept.197%

It was a very mixed affair and I have not yet succeeded in sorting
out my féelings completely. Let me try.

There are two completely different views of prograhming: on the one
hand we have the (academic) study about the nature of the intellectual challenge,
on the other hand we have programming as it is done and can be done by the
hundreds of thousands that asre called "programmers” today. These sre two
completely different subjects and when two groups are talking about them
as if it were aone subject, unawsre of the "twoness", endless confusions
arise. I have now witnessed this confusion so many times that it does no
more catch me unaware. During this seminar on "Communication and Computers"
there was a similar confusion; being less familiar with that one, I only
discovered it well after the Semirar had finished.

On the one hand there are the technical and lagical problems connected
with the organization of the cooperation between two or more computers, so
far apart that by definition they are asynchronous. In this field there are
enough intriguing and logically very difficult problems to justify a seminar
to them. On the other hand the Americen scene presents us with & few large,
powerful bodies: the gisnt IBM forcing a de facto standard upon the world of
computing, "ma Bell" forcing in a very similar fashion a de facto standard
upon the world of communication snd finally as a third (pnlitically very
puwerful) party the ARPA netwnrk, an achievement that, in spite of all its
patent shortcomings, will be a model for many future efforts, if only because

it has been such an expensive experiment.

Much of the discussion and the talks was really about the problem how
to organize fruitful cooperation --how to organize some sort of merge-- between
the now seperate cemmunicetion and computer industries, each with their dif-
ferent pasts and tremendous vested interests. But this wes done in veiled
terms, addressed to an audience of Edbpean academic computer scientists!
Some misunderstanding --to put it mildly-- was only to be expected.

The academic computer scientists were not quite sure whether the problem
really concerned them and their educational responsibilities, and 1 cennot
blame them either. From the rostrum the problem was approached from an academic
point of view as well, but....! L.Kleinrock of UCLA gave three excellent and
inspiring tutorials on "analytical Techniques for Computer Communication Net-
works". A highly gifted teacher, so gifted that he made you forget that his
dealing with the whole subject was very one-sided! He showed queueing theary
at work, unaveidably suggesting that the contribution of mathematics should
always have the form of "applying an existing mathematical technique for solvin g
a8 specific class of problems", The result is not inspiring for mathematicians:
on the one hand most of the results can be obtained with the aid of what Klein-
rock characteristically described as "baby queueing theory" and that was not
too much: quickly one had to turn to simulation! In another respect it was
also misleading: his stress on the quantitative aspects of the game --what
else can you expect from a queueing theorist?-- tended to make the audience
believe that the logical problems were either solved or unimportant or non-
existent. (The stress on the quantitative aspects is, of course, a very
American attitude: this time it was vigorously enforced by the really gigantic
size of the investments made at all sides. We don't really know what to do,
but let us minimize our cust/performance ration nevertheless!) But he was a

great lecturer and it was a pleasure to see him at work.
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Sandy Fraser, now from Bell Labs, did an sxcellent job. He wes very
concerned about bringing communication and computing industries together,
(Let the universities think too about sound protocols: now all nets are still
"experimental" but what will happen in the next ten vears will bind us for the
next 200 years.) He was in many ways bound: the fact that Bell and IBM are
engaged in a lawsuit of some gigantic proportions required all sorts of
statements (From Ewen Page, when he was introduced end from himself when he
started). As far as bringing his technical message was concerned, he was
also very careful --alarmingly careful, one might say--: he made the impression
of arguing that all technical considerations pointed in a direction opposite
ta the store-and-forward technigques chosen for the ARPA network, but clearly
he wished to avoid meking all ARPA fans his declared enemies. It is somewhat
sickening that an undoubtedly gifted, honest and sensitive scientist like
Sandy must so constantly be on his gquard. He too is a gifted speaker, very
different from Kleinrock, but also and alwsys a pleasure to listen to. Kleinrock
and Fraser were the only two speakers that received an applause 8t the end of
their last lecture; and they fully deserved it,

The other two speakers that gave three one-hour lectures, Dr. McKay
from IBM, Yorktown Heights and Professor Engelbart, SRI, Merle Park, were
both terrible. McKay spoke undiluted IBMerese for three full hours and I am
not going to give any further comments; I only heard the first hour --like
many participants-— and that was enough (tuu much). Because I had an urgent
letter to write I missed Engelbart's first lecture --it was not really a lec-
ture, he showed a movie-- but I attended his next two performances. He was )
not only terribly bad, he was dangerous as well, not so much on aceount of the
product he was selling --a sophisticated on-line text-editor that could be
quite useful-- as on account of the way in which he appesled to mankind's
lower instincts while selling it. The undisquised appesl to anti-intellectualism
and anti-individualism was frightening. He was talking about his "augmented
knowledge workshop™ and I was constantly reminded of Manny Lehmanik's vigorous
complaint about the American educational system that is extremely "knowledge
oriented", failing to do justice to the fact that one of the main objects of
education is the insight that makes quite a lot of knowledge superfluous.
(Sentences like "the half-life of a fresh university graduate is five years"
are only correct if you have crammed the curriculum with volatile knowledge,
erronecusly presented ss stuff worth knowing.) His anti-individualism surfaced
when he recommended his gadget as a tool for easing the cooperation between
persons and groups possibly miles apart, more or less suggesting that only then
you are really "participating™: no place for the selitary thinker. (Vide the
sound track of the Monsanto movilshnwing some employees: "No geniuses here:
just a bunch of average Americans, working together."!) The two talks I heard
were @bsolutely insipid, he had handed out a paper "An augmented knowledge
workshop.": the syntactical ambiguity in the title is characteristic for the
level of the rest of the article. As a result of his presentation I have told
a few af the participants that I bad found, thanks to this seminar, a new
software project. "Because in the years to come there will be a eripling
shortage of competent programmers, I shall develop a software package, called
"The Instruction Interpreter™, From the moment of its completion, users do no
longer need to program, they just give their instructions to the system." (This
is only an edited version of one of the paragraphs of the .Engelbart article!)
I would have liked to start a discussion with him but I knew that my lack aof
mastery of the understatement would have made me too rude for English ears if
I had spoken. Finally --after a more than two-hour effort in the wmiddel of the
night in sorting out his muddle-- I decided that he was not worth the trouble.
(Une of the most offending conclusions I ever came to!)
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Hesides the four main speakers there were six others who gave one-
hour presentations.

. On the schedule was mentioned Mr.T.R.M.Longam from IBM International
Information Services. He was prevented to come and his place was taken

by one aof his staff members, whose name I failed to catch. He did not
speak IBMerese and gave a clear survey of intent and scope of his organi-
sation. In my memory will stick the tremendous amount of equipment he

had in his place: 4 IBM360 model 6%, a similar number model 50 plus
peripheral gear. From the type of work he described one could not fail

to conclude that the arithmetic capabilities if these machines could
hardly be expected to get very tired; and presumably they spend an awful
1ot of time idling or doing internal red tape. But he was a good speaker.

J.McNeil of Logica Limited gave a talk on "Graduates in the

Computer Industry: A Consultant's View." It was a talk on a similar topic

as covered by Alex d'Agapeyef a few years earlier but. McNeil's presentation
was more convincing. On the whole he was happy with graduates. He made it
quite clear that their ability to write another compiler for a baby language
was in his eyes not their most important asset, because the range of their
activities was much broader. He complained ——and I can well believe that

he was fully justified in doing sol!-- about their cripling inability to use
English effectively. In the discussion afterwards no one took up that paint;
at some stage [ felt inclined to do so, but the moment passed. Nice talk,

There were too talks from PTT officials, a management talk by Mr.
G.Dale from the English PTT and a technical one by ir.A.Boesveld of the
Dutch PTT. The first speaker dealt with international politics, the second
one described Stored Program Controlled Telephone Exchanges. As far as the
clarity and truthfulness of the picture as given by Boesveld is concerned
he did an excellent job; the programming technigues applied seemed to be
rather old-fashioned, but my guess is that that is typical for the field.
{As a Dutchman it was nice to hear that the Dutch telephone system ranks
high in quality and low in tarif among its European fellow systems.) After
hoth talks the audience misbehaved, at least to my standards: the audience
started to attack the (his) PTT for monopolistic attitudes, misuse of power,
failing public relations etc. 1 understand that it can be quite frustrating
to get PTT's permission to hook an unusual gadget to their lines, but this
seminar was ngt the proper place nor moment to air(?) those frustratians.

Mr.R.5cantlebury from the NPL, Teddington, described the =—again
experimental!-— NPL Data Communication Network. The subject, I gatber, was
appropriate, it was, however, a little bit too obvious that the speaker '
had done so before: it was a nice, polished presentation, but the speaker
could not get excited about his subject, nor could his audience. I always
1ike to listen to him lecturing, but that is because I like his English.

I used my hour to talk not on my announced subject, but on the many=
KX EBSRLOONAAAX XX MK KNAX mosquito elephants in general and the hyperfast
fourier transformer in particular. (Patent restrictions prevented me from
announcing this subject when I was invited to talk.) My subject fell o
little bit outside the scaope of the seminar (so did McNeil's) but I telt
that this was not tod bad in view of the background of the audience. Although
I thought that I did a reasonably competent job in explaining it, they found
it very difficult to follow and made not the impression of being excited.
This amazed me rather, because in my introduction 1 had told them the various

reasons why I had chosen to talk on this subject, among them the fact that
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elephant design had turned out to present problems that had stretched my
mathematical gear, my notational techniques and my conceptual abilities

to the limit. But perhaps it was a misteke to present a new intellectual
challenge, even to an audience consisting almost exclusively of university
professars. (When I showed it —-~ in strict confidence of course!-- earlier
this year to Peter Naur, at the end of my presentation he looked silently
to the blackboard for more than a minute and then exclaimed "Jezusi!". My
sad guess is that there were too few Peter Naurs in this audience....)

_ That was the conference, Before it started we had "an evening" at
the home of Ewgh Page, a sherry party the next afternoon just before
dinner, the next afternoon an excursion to Hadrian's wall ——with a true
archeologist explaining all about one of the excavations: he was an abso—
lute delight!—- and the closing banquet on the next evening. So we were
kept quite busy!

I wonder whether the seminar as a whole was a success. If you set
"instruction" as your goal, then I gather that it was successful: the
academic computer scientists have seen stuff from a closely related field
that was largely mew for them., The ''but" of course is, what they are going
to do with it., Mostly nothing, I am afraid. Besides that I observed a
general "malaise": on the whole technical or scientific excitement was
lacking ——in spite of Kleinrock's superb lecturing techniquel—— and the
little bit there was was damped by the feeling that eventually political
considerations would force the "wrong" decision anyhow. In that sense
it was mot anly not exciting, it was even depressing. Is computing science
nearing its completion? Is computing practice settling down in a way beyond
recovery? Or are, as a result of current circumstances, university professors
tired and discouraged? '

12th September 1973 dr.Edsger W.Dijkstra



