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An Obsolete Major?

Many in this class have chosen a major in some technical or applied science field. And some of those may have chosen their major thinking that today's high demand for employees that are able to understand the computerized methods of recording, processing, and transmitting information will almost guarantee a good job long into the future. The current generation has grown up during the Computer Revolution where electronics have ushered in new ways of conducting business, driving economics, and relaying information. However, we should not forget that the same technology that some say is changing the world by speeding up the rate of recording information can also be the tool that drives newer technologies which could render the existing tool obsolete.

As an example of this, we need only to investigate the discovery and application of movable type. This technology applied through the printing press is widely thought of as a great step in recording and transmitting information. Although it did depend on previous historical advances such as the concept of written language and the inventions of paper and blacksmithing, many history books have credited the Gutenberg printing press as playing a significant role in bringing Western Civilization out of the "dark-ages". Before this technology was used, books were handwritten and, therefore, rare and expensive. Education, and even simply the ability to read and write, was a privilege reserved for mostly clergy and nobility. The success or failure of scientific discoveries made during this time relied on the opinions and objections of these two educated, ruling groups. Even when a discovery was approved by a king or the Church, the time needed to make additional copies by hand made the widespread distribution of this knowledge nearly impossible.

However, the printing press made it possible to more easily and quickly reproduce books and other reading materials. Originally used to mass produce versions of the Bible in order to help spread the teachings of Christianity, the printing press increased the availability of all books, which was a significant step in raising the literacy rate among all people. Since more people in society were being educated and were able to acquire and understand technological and scientific discoveries, it seems logical that the acceleration in the number of new discoveries and applications of existing ones would follow. Also, the number of educated people continued to increase as the value of learning grew. This forever changed the relationship of the ruling classes to the more common members of society.

One example of this change is that as more of the Church’s congregation was able to read the greater the number of different interpretations of the Bible came to the surface. This eroded attempts to enforce a single strict interpretation and brought a split between the Catholic Church and many Protestant religions. Another example to consider is that literacy allowed the average unskilled farm laborer or servant to increase their family’s standard of living by acquiring a skill and earning wages outside of the serf-based society. This reduced their dependency on the nobility and created a barter-based, and eventually, a capitalist economy. Acquiring even more education allowed a member of the non-ruling class to understand law and philosophy and argue the benefits of a government without nobility altogether.

Instead of requiring that scientists and inventors dedicate time to discovering the basics of a technology on their own, the accelerated pace at which information could be reproduced and shared allowed those inventors to understand and build upon previous discoveries and share their new ideas with others, thus continuing the cycle of invention. This lead to great advances in sciences such as chemistry, mathematics, and physics, and applications of those sciences in photography, electricity, and mechanics, moving through the historical periods of the Renaissance, the Industrial Revolution, and into the Computer Revolution of today. Unfortunately for movable type and the printing press, advancement of those technologies has changed the printing industry so much that the original invention is not used today. Therefore, it seems that a technological advancement that speeds up the process of sharing information can facilitate technological discovery to the extent that the original technology becomes obsolete.

Computer technology, as compared to the printing press, is also widely used to speed the distribution of information and aid the learning process. And if the cycle repeats itself it seems that computers of today are doomed to the same fate of becoming an obsolete tool. This cycle is already evident in the amount of computer hardware discarded as old, slow, or unacceptable. There are also many programming languages that are no longer used or taught because of changes in required capabilities. However, history shows that the printing press was used with few changes for over 360 years until the 1800s. Since the design of today’s computers has existed for no more than sixty years, it would seem that those students in technology studies have only three hundred years until the cycle repeats itself and their knowledge becomes useless.
