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IDENTIFYING THE PROBLEM

Architect or Bee? was not really written as a book. It is more a mosaic
of sketches and views, experience and analysis, worked out in
practice and brought together on a rather unusual journey through
sections of the engineering industry, trade unions, academic circles
and political activities. Obviously, a closely argued conference
paper with appropriate references is a very different matter from
sections of a speech made from a plinth in Trafalgar Square, yet
both are important aspects of the formation of the ideas in this
book, and so both are contained here. Inevitably this means that
the book is somewhat uneven, but it is based on actual experience —
and there is nothing more uneven than the real world!

In spite of this unevenness there are, I believe, consistent threads
running through the whole book. Firstly, an assertion that we must
always put people before machines, however complex or elegant
the machines might be, and, secondly, a sense of marvel and
delight at the ability and ingenuity of human beings. I also hope
that it will offer some insight into the way we work, and through
our work the way we relate to each other and to nature.

It is not enough to identify problems clearly, sharply and
sometimes polemically. We also have a profound responsibility to
try to do something about them:. I seek to be constructive.

Architect or Bee? starts with a critique of the technologies emerg-
ing out of the 1960s, and goes on to illustrate the way these
concerns found expression in the Lucas Workers’ Plan of 1976.
This in turn laid the basis for further developments, including
technology work at the Greater London Enterprise Board, popular
planning in the GLC from 1983 to 1986, and human-centred
technologies such as the EEC ESPRIT project, which started in
May 1986. I would also like to think that in describing these
projects the book highlights some of the problems associated with
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They are led to believe that there is something great and profound
going on out there, and it is their own fault that they don’t
understand it. If only they had a PhD in computer science or
theoretical physics they would be able to grapple with the new
theological niceties. The scientific language, the symbols, the
mathematics and the apparent rationality bludgeon ordinary
people’s common sense. A concern that things simply are not
right and could and should be otherwise is flattened into abject
silence.

However, those who do have the appropriate ‘qualifications’ are
also increasingly uncertain, confused and disoriented. The discus-
sions among physicists about the limits of their existing ‘objective’
techniques and the concern among computer scientists about the
implications of artificial intelligence all indicate that the fortress of
science and technology in its present form is beginning to show
gaping cracks.

Above all this, there is a seething unhappiness among both
manual and intellectual workers because the resultant systems tend
to absorb the knowledge from them, deny them the right to use
their skill and judgement, and render them abject appendages to
the machines and systems being developed. Those who are not
directly involved in using the equipment are merely confused
bystanders. I find a deep concern that individuals feel frustrated
because their common sense and knowledge, and their practical
experience, whether as a skilled worker, a designer, a mother, a
father, a teacher or a nurse, are less and less relevant and are almost
an impediment to ‘progress’.?

Hopefully, we can examine the nature of this ‘progress’ and seek
to identify alternatives which would constitute real progress and
involve masses of ordinary people in the definition and construc-
tion of that progress.

COMMON SENSE AND TACIT KNOWLEDGE

I will refer frequently throughout the book to ‘common sense’. In
some respects this is a serious misnomer. Indeed, it may be held to
be particularly uncommon. What I mean is a sense of what is to be
done and how it is to be done, held in common by those who will
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have had some form of apprenticeship and practical experience in
the area.

This craftsman’s common sense is a vital form of knowledge
which is acquired in that complex ‘learning by doing’ situation
which we normally think of as an apprenticeship in the case of
manual workers, or perhaps practice in law or medicine.

I shall also refer frequently to tacit knowledge. This knowledge
is likewise acquired through doing, or ‘attending to things’.

These considerations are of great importance when we consider
which forms of computerised systems we should regard as accept-
able.

It is said that we are now approaching, or are actually in, an
information society. This is held to be so because we are said to
have around us ‘information systems’. Most of such systems I
encounter could be better described as data systems. It is true that
data suitably organised and acted upon may become information.
Information absorbed, understood and applied by people may
become knowledge. Knowledge frequently applied in a domain
may become wisdom, and wisdom the basis for positive action.

All this may be conceptualised as at Figure 1 in the form of a
noise-to-signal ratio. There is much noise in society, but the signal
is frequently dimmed.

Another way of viewing it would be the objective as compared
with the subjective.

At the data end, we may be said to have calculation; at the
wisdom end, we may be said to have judgement. Throughout, I
shall be questioning the desirability of basing our design philoso-
phy on the data/information part rather than on the knowledge/
wisdom part. It is at the knowledge/wisdom part of the cybernetic
loop that we encounter this tacit knowledge to which I will
frequently refer.

The interaction between the subjective and the objective, as
indicated in Figure 2, is of particular importance when we consider
the design of expert systems. In this context, I hold a skilled
craftsworker to be an expert just as much as I hold a medical
practitioner or a lawyer to be an expert in those areas.

If we regard the total area of knowledge required to be an expert
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