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What’s I.T. all about?


(Where do you want to go today?)

Reportback Vol 2 No 17, 1999
The second question is now the property of Bill Gates and Microsoft, whose software fills our lives. It is tagged to his advertising. It is a mantra for modernism, with the promise that, wherever you are going, you will go faster with computers. 

Dynamic ‘execu-men’ (and women) are promoted everywhere; planning, communicating, building strategies, networking, designing, team building. The flickering screens are all around them. 

This is fine if you are one of those high-energy performers, gliding or surfing along the leading edge. But what is IT if you belong to the majority struggling outside this image and ideal? Where do you want to go to today, and will IT help you get there?

Not everyone is going boldly. We are not all pacemakers and trend-setters, carving our place in history. Some of us are just going round in circles. Will IT help those in a spin? Emphatically, ‘yes’. With computers you will move in ever faster, tighter circles than you ever dreamed possible. 

Some are going nowhere in particular. Drifting and easily distracted, we may pick up one thing, and then another, without point or purpose. Will IT help? Again, yes. Get with IT and you will drift aimlessly as never before. Get onto the Internet. Pick up free CD offers from PC magazines. Read 800 pages of PC print for only £1.99. Buy 10,000 pages of obscure references on CD for £3.99. Spend days and months with set-up problems, software conflicts. Enjoy muzac opportunities on eternally busy technical support lines. Finally, get netted with any crazy question, collection, discussion, or association that you may wish to share with like-mindless drifters world wide.

Others do not drift, but are confused, chaotic, unsystematic, disorganised. With paper lying everywhere, will IT tidy up your life? It will not. But IT will move you to a new dimension of chaos. If you tangle with needles, just try a power loom. If 500 papers can be untidy, find out what IT can do with 50,000 files! You actually want to find a file? Where did you put it? What did you call it? Did you save it? It has no colour or shape. There is no ‘over there’, or ‘under here’ or ‘next to the window’. 

If you are unsystematic, IT will not help you. IT will simply punish you ruthlessly for your lack of organisation. Should you keep copies? You will find out why. Eventually, your machine will signal a fatal disc error. It is feeling terminally sick or depressed. In a few moments it will shut down and end it all. Say goodbye to your precious efforts and information. Enjoy, once more, that marvellous muzac on ‘technical support’, or should I say ‘technical’, as opposed to real, support.

Wherever you want to go, wherever you are being carried, IT will get you there faster. IT will magnify your talents, insights, absurdities and neuroses. IT makes go-fast organisations go faster. IT provides more empty spaces for empty bureaucracies. IT speeds the spin of those in a spin. IT provides more entanglement for those already entangled.  

What can IT offer the obsessive individual? You make lists and plans, you check and re-check. You will love IT. IT has lists. IT has plans, strategies, visions, checklists and flow charts. IT has lots and lots of them. You can produce inconsequential rubbish on a scale and with a smart and professional appearance beyond your dreams. You can do it in colour, with video, with MBA quality standards since the list and plan wizards and templates were produced by serious professionals. You can produce a strategy and a plan that really gives the impression that you know what you are doing. You can make endless action points and change them daily.  

Perhaps you enjoy counting, comparing, analysing, drawing graphs, making tables, and getting people to fill in forms. You want charts? Forms? Graphs? IT has them. IT has them all, and more. You can fill in more forms than ever before. You can get others to fill in all the forms they wanted and never wanted to fill in. Paperwork could take time. People would therefore ask ‘do we really need this form?’ Is it more trouble than it is worth? Will it tell us anything useful? What do we really need to know? With IT, form wizards are virtually waiting. What are you waiting for? Send them out. Feed the machines with the results. Churn them out. Feed them back.

Are your machines full of forms? Get new machines, with more storage, more processing power. This is progress. Processors crunch ever-larger numbers of numbers. Sometimes the numbers have meaning. Sometimes they mean nothing and are just symptoms of human obsession or posturing. Then they crunch the hearts and souls of the hapless individuals feeding machines without point or purpose. Numbers of souls destroyed tend not to be measured in Quality Assurance programmes.

The moral is clear. Machines are mindless in themselves and of others. They are dumb, and stupid. They are tools, no more and no less. They do what they are told to do. They are enormously powerful. They magnify human intelligence, and human stupidity. They take you wherever you want to go, faster and further. Since many do not know where they want to go, IT provides them with a much larger space of meaninglessness and futility. Since many are going round in circles, IT makes them giddier than ever. Since others make lists and interfere with other people’s lives, IT helps them on a truly grandiose scale. 

Perhaps you are voluble? You talk a lot with little to say? You want to send and receive messages and gossip with others? IT is for you. Discussion forums, e-mails. It goes on and on. Never mind the quality look at the quantity. Never mind the substance, look at the style, and look at the layout. 

We are told that people with purpose; intelligence and direction are amazingly assisted by IT. These are the people in Microsoft’s advertising. This is how IT is supposed to be. This is how IT is. For some. Sometimes. But for others, quite possibly the majority, IT is a vast magnification in scale of the nightmare they were already living. Now they are in more chaos, more lost, more confused, more distracted, more delayed than ever before. The sheer size of the downside of the IT story is one of the great secrets of our time. No one likes to confess that they are not with IT. Or that, even if they are, IT is not actually delivering as promised. 

Just occasionally there are hints of the private or corporate hell that is the IT experience of so many millions of people on a daily basis. Billions of pounds lost here. Another private data loss there. A quiet confession that, I/We never got that system running, or, if we did, it did not actually deliver what we had hoped. We were never clear and IT added to our confusion. But at least IT saves paper? At least data entry is not duplicated? Look around you! 

IT, then, is no substitute for human intelligence. It merely projects the human insight or ignorance of its users, faster, further more fully and/or with greater futility. If you are going nowhere then, thanks to IT, you can go nowhere fast. If you have nothing to say, then IT will help you to say nothing, even more often. You have nothing to do? IT will provide you with even more nothing to be done with. All this may sound rhetorical, but I fear, and sincerely believe, that what I am saying is the literal, unvarnished and painful truth.

IT widens the gap between winners and losers. Winners race further ahead. Losers lose on an even bigger scale, or if they are wiser, try to avoid flying a machine they know they cannot control. Some take to the skies with IT. Others use the equivalent of Concorde to drive down a back lane to the post office. During the journey, they clip off the wings on the lampposts. Before, during and after the trip, they spend a long time listening to the muzac on ‘technical’ support. How can I help you? Speak to me on first name terms. 

Where do you want to go today? IT will get you there faster. This can be something of a problem if, for example, you are a lemming.

