
Machined Humanities 

By CURTIS WREN TORGERSON 
Kellogg Junior High School 

Rochester, Minnesota 

Ada Augusta, Lady Lovelace, Byron's daughter, 
Babbage's friend, 

Inspire Us! 

" ... you want to throw out books because they were 
printed by machine before being typewritten? Back to 
the monks? Blood for ink?" 

Minnesota home of Robert Bly and Sinclair Lewis and 
Ignatius Donnelly; home of Control Data and Univac and 
Fabri-tek. (Look for no parallels, please.) 

To Earth: 

The Minnesota State Legislature has funded a program 
to extend the use of computers to public schools in the 
state and to provide a network serving these schools, 
vocational schools, colleges, the University, and the State 
Department of Education. 

MECC (acronyms abound in computerland) or Minnesota 
Educational Computer Consortium is presently using a 
bunch (covey? pride? clutch?) of computers to serve schools. 
The major costs of the program are borne by the State: 
schools buy or lease a terminal to communicate with t~e 
computers. By April, MECC hopes to have one large Univac 
1110 computer serve the statewide system. 

Minnesota is the first state to provide schools with 
such a service. 

The Problem: 

x2+4x-y2+y+7=1492 didn't turn you on (idioms announce 
the merging of man and machine. If you wear glasses, a 
denture, a pacemaker, aren't you part machine?) and b?ok
keeping meant buying a book you wanted for your own library 
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when you were in high school or in college. Furthermore, 
you keep getting billed for a magazine you never would have 
subscribed to in the first, second, or third places so 
computers are wicked, arcane, invaders of privacy; the 
domain of the clerks and algebraics. You are not alone with 
these feelings. 

The unfortunate result has been, in my opinion, that 
computers have become the domain of certain disciplines. 
If you list the MECC library of computer programs, you'll 
find math programs, science programs, interest rate programs 
in profusion; but you won't find many humanities-language 
arts-English programs. 

Computers "speak" and "listen" in special languages; 
a human must learn one of these languages to tell the com
puter what to do. Most of these languages are subsets of 
English with algebraic notation .... FORTRAN, ALGOL, SNOBOL, 
LOGO .... one could, must write a poem! Luckily, one of the 
languages can be easily learned; it's called BASIC 
(Beginner's All-purpose Symbolic Instructional Code) and 
allows one to manipulate words ("strings" in computerese) 
as easily as numbers. 

Let's not think of computers as being dumb or stupid; 
instead, they are extremely obedient machines that do what 
their masters (the programmers) tell them to do. 

CAI (computer assisted instruction) is one of the 
common uses of computers in education. They can be easily 
trained to deal with any answer rather than just right or 
wrong answers. I call this computer use Computer Imagination 
Assistance and will give an example. 

The example: 

Computer poem writing is one area where some language 
arts teachers have been interested. There are programs that 
pick words from a set in the computer's memory and arrange 
them randomly. There are other programs in which the user 
types in certain words which the computer will use as the 
flesh to clothe a skeleton, the form in which it is programmed 
to produce the words. Whether the resulting body takes 
foot or lies languidly on the page depends on chance, our 
input, and our critical susceptibilities. 

The computer programs FREVER and FREVERZ fall into the 
latter category. The computer asks for certain parts of 
speech, chosen by the user. These are typed in and the 
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computer arranges them. Here are some examples of a run of 
each of these programs . 

:OL *DEL* 
BYE 

H5R1709 LOG OFF. 13.33,13. 
H5R1709 CP 0.971 SEC. 

HSRl 709/WOB7619 
TERMINAL: 27,TTY 
RECOVER/SYSTEM:BAS,OLD, FREVERZ 
READY. 
RUN 

75/02/24. 13.58.30. 
BASIC PROGRAM FREVERZ 

PROGRAM GENERATES FREEVERSE POEMS . TYPE THE PARTS OF 
SPEECH CALLED FOR, EACH SEPARATED BY A COMMA. 

FIVE SINGULAR NOUNS? MONSTER, ANGEL, CHILD, MAN, WOMAN 
FIVE PAST TENSE VERBS? SLEPT, DESTROYED, PRAISED, FELL,FOUGHT 
FIVE PREPOSITIONS, PLEASE? AT, ON, NEAR, ABOVE, BELOW 
FIVE ADJECTIVES? VAST, EMPTY, COLD, HOT, MOVING 
(BE PATIENT) FIVE ADVERBS? SLOWLY, ANGRILY, SLIGHTLY, 

CAREFULLY, ICILY 
TYPE YOUR FIRST NAME? ALGERNON 

ALGERNON'S ANGEL 

VAST AND COLD, 
THE CHILD SLEPT AT A MONSTER 
WHILE COLD WOMAN SLOWLY 
SOUGHT AN ANSWER ON TIME. 
ANGRILY, TIME PRAISED AND FELL 
WHO SLEPT ANGRILY WOULD WIN. 
WHO FOUGHT SLIGHTLY WOULD LOSE. 
ICILY, A MAN DESTROYED ... 
EVERYONE FELL TOO HOTLY. 

IS THIS POEM MOVING? 
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CP 

ABOVE ALGERNON 

THEY DESTROYED AND DESTROYED: 
THE SKY WAS MOVING AND HOT 
CAREFULLY, CAREFULLY, CAREFULLY, 
SAID A VAST ANGEL: THERE 
CONSCIENCE FOUGHT NEAR THE 
EMPTY WOMAN THAT SLEPT ICILY 
REST, REST, HOT MAN 
A EMPTY CHILD SAID, 'WORK, WORK.' 
REST, REST, HOT MAN. 

THIS POEM IS VAST. 

0.262 SECS . 

RUN COMPLETE. 

OLD, FREVER 
READY. 

RUN 

75/02/24 . 14. 04. 46. 
BASIC PROGRAM FREVER 

PROGRAM MAKES FREE VERSE POEMS. TYPE IN PARTS OF 
SPEECH CALLED FOR; USE SINGULAR NOUNS & PAST TENSE VERBS 
IN ANSWERS. NEED GRAMMAR HELP? IF SO, TYPE HELP AFTER 
THE? NO 

4 ANIMATE NOUNS? RUNNER, JUDGE, DOCTOR, CRIMINAL 
3 INANIMATE NOUNS? SHOE, DUST, STONE 

4 TRANSITIVE VERBS? CARRIED, APPLAUDED, SOUGHT, ENJOYED 
3 INTRANS. VERBS? TREMBLED, RECLINED, ROSE 

4 ADJECTIVES? HOPEFUL, CANCEROUS, BLAND, TERRIFYING 
3 ADVERBS? NOW, SWEETLY, SOFTLY 

YOUR FIRST NAME, 0 GREAT POET? X.J. 

X.J.'S FIRST POEM 

CRIMINAL APPLAUDED HOPEFUL STONE 
WHILE DOCTOR SWEETLY RECLINED, 
AND RUNNER, LESS THAN BLAND, 
ROSE SOFTLY, UNKNOWING, 
THAT DOCTOR CARRIED A STONE 
THAT STONE WAS SOUGHT·SOFTLY 
THAT LIFE TREMBLED SWEETLY 
THAT JUDGE APPLAUDED NOW 
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CP 

X.J. 'S SECOND POEM 

CANCEROUS, CANCEROUS, CANCEROUS, CANCEROUS 
WHAT SHOE IS CANCEROUS ENOUGH 
TO HOLD TERRIFYING JUDGES? 
WHILE MANY SOUGHT OR APPLAUDED 
MANY ROSE OR RECLINED SOFTLY, 
FOR DUST WAS HOPEFUL THAT YEAR 
AND RUNNER, LIKE A BLAND SPIRIT, 
CARRIED A JUDGE NOW, 0 SO NOW! 

THE THIRD POEM 

HOPEFUL CRIMINAL, HOPEFUL JUDGE 
WHEN YOU SWEETLY CARRIED ALL THE DUST 
AS SOULLESS AS SHOE, AND ROSE, 
WHERE WAS RUNNER ENJOYED, BY A SWARM OF DUST? 
BLAND CRIMINAL, BLAND JUDGE .... 
WHEN GOD TREMBLED, SOFTLY, 0 SOFTLY. 
AS TERRIFYING AS A TIRED STATUE, AND SOUGHT, 
WHO WAS THE DOCTOR THAT RECLINED? 
CANCEROUS CRIMINAL, TERRIFYING JUDGE . 

0. 296 SECS. 

RUN COMPLETE: 

BYE 

HSRl 709 
HSR1709 

LOG OFF. 
CP 

14.11.37. 
0.561 SEC. 

Any teacher who has access to a MECC computer should 
be able to try his or her hand at these programs. The 
command that brings the programs to you is typed in this 
format: BAS,OLD,FREVER/UN=HSR1709. The author of this and 
the programs would appreciate any comment or "run" of these 
programs. 

The Challenge: 

Minnesota Language Arts teachers have a unique 
opportunity to make use of the computer for the benefit of 
their students. It will require some training. It should 
be a spark to the creative fires. 

Since MECC encourages the use of programs devised by 
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by teachers for student use teachers have a great opportunity 
to aid other teachers in the state. 

For further infonnation, contact the building 
coordinator in your school ... if it has a tenninal or 
write MECC at Highway 280, Lauderdale, Minnesota. 

The Rise of Western Civilization 
It was the Renaissance. Around a table in a Spanish tavern 
sat three men. The scientist said, iri the way of idle con
versation, as he toyed with an orange: "It amazes me that the 
world is round, like this orange." He put the orange back in 
the bowl he had taken it from. 

The theologian, never one for idle conversation, earnestly 
objected, as the politician reached for the orange and began 
to peel it. "Holy Scripture speaks of the four corners of 
the earth," said the theologian, "So it must be as flat as 
this table! He struck the table with his fist, for emphasis. 

"There is no need to quarrel, gentlemen," said the politician, 
his words juicy with the sound of the orange. "If one of you 
will hand me a doubloon. Ah, yes. You see, the earth can be 
both round and flat, like this coin. All the oceans are 
contained within a range of mountains like the rim around the 
edge of the coina, and the lands of the earth are like the 
figure and inscription, raised above the seas." He paused 
and put the coin in his pocket. "So you see, 11 he continued, 
"all your learned disputation comes to nothing when you look 
at things in the light of common sense and the palpable 
world around us." 

Of course, the scientist knew that the politician had com
pletely missed the point, and the theologian knew that the 
politicians explanation did not accord with the Bible. And 
the politician was sure that the important thing was not 
the reasons behind whatever solution they might agree upon, 
but that some agreement must be reached. So he kept sugges
ting one mindless compromise after another, while the other 
two ignored him and began to propose ever more abstract, 
abstruse, and esoteric arguments in support of their 
contentions. 

When the tavern closed for the night, the theologian went 
home to bed alone, and the scientist and the politician 
went together to a brothel. 

JOHN REZMERSKI 
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