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Babbage And Beyond

use a keyboard to edit it, it will not
be long before the editing and all
other funcoonality is also per-
formed using voice commands.

Predichion 1s a dangerous game, yet
| thought that for this issue | would
throw caution to the wind and ai-
tempt a forecost of just one aspect
of computing in the business
workplace. 1 was reminded of the
folly of this undertaking when a
speaker on a recent BBC program
recounted the [act that the then
president of 1BM predicted in the
“50% that the world would need no
more than about fifty computers.
Yet again | remember reading a
fascinating book  called “The
Mighty Micro”, not more than fif-
feen vears ago. In it the aothor
forecast the effects that large scale
imtegration (“mimatunsation” for
those of wyou who speak the
Cueen’s English) would have on
our daily lives. The subsequent
fifteen years have seen most of his
predictions exceeded although we
are still not stopping at the news-
agent 0 purchase our newspaper
on a chip that is then inserted in a
‘reader” while we commute 1o Assuming that the environment
work. problem is solved and voice recog-
minon adopted, why stop there? Put
the Internet together with the work-
station’s microphone and speakers,
and the telephone is potentially
redundant. Further, add a video
carmera and all the clements for
video conferencing are in place.
The techiicians will shake their
heads wisely at this point and
mumble that something called
bandwidth will have o be m-
creased before this all becomes a
vighle possibility, Well, the tech-
nology exists to incréase band-
width, only the investment is lack-
ing. {For the umimtiated bandwidih
is the technicians’ measure of ca-

pacity or potential data

Before voice recognition is imple-
mented in the workplace, manage-
ment will have to solve the nose
problem  in  open-plan  offices.
Open-plan offices are o fantasnc
concept when viewed from inside a
manager's office but are a pain
those of us who have o work in
them. The constant interrupions
from speaker phones, colleagues
conversations,  etc.
creale am envi-
ronment  where  the
rsks of mistakes and
MTMIssIons are preatly )
increascd,  Imagine
the situation where
evervone is speaking -
e their workstations - the envi-
romment will become intolerable,

The lesson to be leamed from these
examples is that both forecasters
under-predicted the future — what
seemed then to be outrageous is
commonplace today.

One factor that has lmited minis-
turisafion is that we ourselves have
not also béen pethng proportion-
ately smaller; there 1 an erponomic
limit as to how small vou can make
a usable kevboard (Someone
should perhaps tell Casio and one
or two other palm-top manufactur-
ers this fact ) However, voice rec-
ognition systems are now so good
that the kevboard could

well become redundant in throughpat. )
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fWice a3 expensive as o conven-
tional cathode ray wbe (CRT)
screen. This 15 one reason  that
portable computers are more ex-
pensive than their deskiop equiva-
lems. Recemt technology invented
in Cambridge could change this. In
@ few yvears time flat screens will
bz cheaper than CRTs. At first they
will ape CETs and sit on the
desktop but before long we will be
mounting them on the office wall
{managers) or office patiton
{workers). Once there they will no
longer be constramed by the size of
the desktop and will
grow, They could even
become  the  partition
itself. Maimstream
support  for multiple
sereens has amved with
4 Windows 98 so  the
% partition could itself be
partitioned and used for displaying
sepments of the same application
ar, more practically, displayving
different applications  simuiltane-
ously.

I look forward 1o a future at work
where | stare at the wall and osten-
sibly talk to myself all day. The
fact 15 that | already do this now
but in future | will have an excuse.
If management wish to take awmy
my deskiop because it"s redundant
in this new hands-free, telephone-
less situation, they may do so as
long as | geét a more comfortable
(reclining?) chair as compensation.

I was asked recently what the dif-
ference 15 between Windows 95
mnd 'Windows 98 The answer 15 3.




