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Unit 1 COMPUTER

PRE-READING ACTIVITIES

I. Word Study
Study the following words and phrases in your dictionary for their meanings

or definitions.

computer ~ brain
mechanism function
storage memorization.
think logical processor
calculation communication
input output
software _ hardware
sanctuary intricately
transiently harangue
syncytium modulate
fluctuation secrecy

polling millennium
governance fallibility

botch up aggregation

I1. Topics for discussion
1. How much do you know about computers and their applications in the fields

that you are involved in or interested in?
2. Do you know the mechanism of computers? Can you compare it with the

mechanism of our brain?
3. Do you agree that computers will replace human brain some day? Why or

why not?
4. What are the advantages and d1sadvantages of computers‘7

III. Prediction _
Computer is a common topic of this series of reading passages. Now think

about the preview activities and try to predict what the text will discuss.

WHILE-READING ACTIVITIES

Computers
Lewis Thomas




READ THE FIRST SECTION OF THE TEXT CAREFULLY AND THEN DO THE
EXERCISES THAT FOLLOW

You can make computers that are almost human. In some respects they are
superhuman; they can beat most of us at chess, memorize whole telephone books
at a glance, compose music of a certain kind and write obscure poetry', diagnose
heart ailments, send personal invitations to vast parties, even go transiently crazy.
No one has yet programmed a computer to be of two minds about a hard problem,
or to burst out laughing, but that may come. Sooner or later, there will be real
human hardware, great whirring, clicking cabinets intelligent enough to read
magazines and vote, able to think rings around? the rest of us.

Well, maybe, but not for a while anyway. Before we begin orgamzmg
sanctuaries and reservations for our software selves, lest we vanish like the whales,
here-is a thought to relax with.

Even when technology succeeds in manufacturing a machine as big as Texas
to do everything we recognize as human, it will still be, at best, a single individual.
This amounts to nothing, praqtically speaking. To match what we can do, there
would have to be 3 billion of them with more coming down the assembly line, and

I doubt that anyone will put the money, much less make room®. And even so, they -

would all have to be wired together, intricately and delicately, as we are, communi-
cating with each other, talking incessantly, listening. If they weren’t ar each other?
this way, all their waking hours, they wouldn’t be anything like human, after all.
I think we’re safe, for a long time ahead.

NOW STOP HERE AND DO THE FOLLOWING EXERCISES

I. Choose the best answers or complements for the following questions or incom-
plete statements. | ‘
1. According to the passage, the computers today can do all the things ex-

cept
a. beating most of us in playing chess
b. writing obscure poetry
¢. recognizing a hand note
d. composing music of a certain kind

'obscure poetry: a kind of poetry style. obscure: hard to understand, not clear
%to think rings round: to think so fast that other can not catch up; to do things better than.
3much less make room: It is not possible to provide enough room for a machine as big as Texas.

“to be at each other: indicating the above situation: "to be wired together, intricately and delicately, as
we are communicating with each other, talking incessantly, listening.'
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2. What is true about future computers?
a. They may laugh and read magazines.
b. They can have two minds about a hard problem.
c. They can memorize whole telephone books at a glance.
d. They can vote and write articles themselves.
3. The author says we are safe for a long time ahead because
a. computers will not be as big as Texas
b. it is not easy to manufacture computers which can match our minds
c. nobody will pay a large sum of money to buy computers
d. 3 billion of computers will be manufactured

II. Prediction -
Computers can not match human beings because of the complexity and the
creativity of our brain. Now can you tell how our brain functions?

GO ON TO READ THE SECOND SECTION OF THE TEXT

It is our collective behavior that we are most mysterious. We won’t be able
to construct machines like ourselves until we’ve understood this, and we’re not
even close. All we know is the phenomenon: we spend our time sending messages
to each other, talking and trying to listen at the same time, exchanging information.

_This seems to be our most urgent biological function; it is what we do with our
lives. By the time we reach the end, each of us has taken in a staggering store,
enough to exhaust any computer, much of it incomprehensible, and we generally
manage to put out even more than we take in . Information is our-source of energy;
we are driven by it. It has become a tremendous enterprise, a kind of energy
system on its own. All 3 billion of us are being connected by telephones, radios,
television sets, airplanes satellites, harangues on public address systems newspapers
magazines, leaflets dropped from great heights, words got in edgewise. We are
becoming a grid, a circuitry around the earth. If we keep at it, we will become a
computer to end all computers, capable of fusing all the thoughts of the world into
a syncytium. ) :

Already, there are no closed, two-way conversations. Any word you speak
this afternoon will radiate out in all directions, around town before tomorrow, out
and around the world before Tuesday, accelerating to the speed of light, modulating
as it goes, shaping new and unexpected messages, emerging at the end as an
enormously funny Hungarian joke, a fluctuation in the money market, a poem, or
simply a long pause in someone’s conversation in Brazil. :

~ We do alot of collective thinking, probably more than any other social
species, although it goes on in something like secrecy. We don’t acknowledge the
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gift publicly, and we are not as celebrated as the insects, but we do it. Effortlessly,
without giving it a moment’s thought, we are capable of changing our language,
music, manners, morals, entertainment, even the way we dress, all the earth in a
year’s turning. We seem to do this by general agreement, without voting or even
polling. We simply think our way along, pass information around, exchange codes
disguised as art, change our minds, transform ourselves.

STOP HERE AND DO THE FOLLOWING EXERCISES

JII. Choose the best answers or complements for the following questions or incom-
plete statements.
1. Which word describes human beings as compared with computers?
a. Collective . b. Intelligent
¢. Changeable d. Quick
2. According to the passage, as a result of mass communication
a. computers will gain benefit
b. people will know more about computers
c. what you said will be soon spread
d. people can’t talk secretly
3. What we don’t acknowledge but really do is
a. changing our language
b. collective thinking
c. having more secrecy-
d. transforming ourselves

IV. Prediction
Computers can not match human beings’ brains but they help us in our daily
life. What role do they play in this process? Can you predict the content of

the next section?
GO ON TO READ THE THIRD SECTION OF THE TEXT

Computers cannot deal with such levels of improbability, and it is just as
well. Otherwise, we might be tempted to take over the control of ourselves in order
to make long-range plans, and that would surely be the end of us. It would mean
that some group or other, marvelously intelligent and superbly informed, undoubted-
ly guided by a computer, would begin deciding what human society ought to be like,
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say over' the next five hundred years or so, and the rest of us would be persuaded,
one way or another, to go along. The process of social evolution would then grind
to a standstill, and we’d be stuck in today’s rut’ for a millennium.

Much better we work our way out of it on our own without governance. The
future is too interesting and dangerous to be entrusted to any predictable, reliable
agency. We need all the fallibility we can get. Most of all, we need to preserve the
absolute unpredictability and total improbability of our connected minds. That way
we can keep open all the opinions, as we have in the past.

It would be nice to have better ways of monitoring what we’re up to so that
we could recognize change while it is occurring, instead of waking up as we do now
to the astonished realization that the whole century just past wasn’t what we thought
it was, at all. Maybe computers can be used to help in this, although I rather doubt
it. You can make simulation models of cities, but what you learn is that they seem
to be beyond the reacn of intelligent analysis; if you try to use common sense to
make predictions, things get more botched up than ever. This is interesting, since
a city is the most concentrated aggregation of humans, all exerting whatever
influence they can bring to bear. The city seems to have a life of its own. If we
cannot understand how this works, we are not likely to get very far with human
society at large.

, Still, you’d think there would be some way in. Joined together, the great
mass of human minds around the earth seems to behave like a coherent, living
system. The trouble is that the flow of information is mostly one-way. We are all
obsessed by tlie need to feed information in, as fast as we can, but we lack sencing
mechanisms for getting anything much back. I will confess that I have no more

‘'sense of an ant. Come to think of it, this might be a good place to start.

NOW STOP READING AND DO THE FOLLOWING EXERCISES

V. Choose the best answers or complements for the following questions or incom-

plete statements.
1. This section mainly concerns that

a. human society should develop naturally

b. no other group, however clever, can change our society

c. computers can help the human beings a lot

d. the future will be governed by computers .

2. If we let other intelligent groups decide our future, soc1al evolution will

'say: for example.

%in today’s rut: to be in a rut, be fixed and dull way of life, and be unabie to do or think anything new
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a. be faster b. pause

¢. continue d. stop

Human minds are characteristic of .
a. unpredictability b. inielligence
¢. improbability d. both a and ¢

POST-READING ACTIVITIES

UNIERSTAND THE TEXT IN DEPTH

1. Answer the following questions according to the text

(W Y I o

6.

In what aspects can computers function better than the human beings?
Under what conditions could computers match us in daily practice?

What is the most urgent biological function of human beings?

How do you understand the concept of "collective thinking"?

If we lay too much reliance on computers in the long range plan, what
would happen to our society?

What function of our brain may help us in our somal activities?

II. Topics for discussion

1.

-

Lo

Why is a compuier so much unhke a human being, in Thomas’s opinion?
"Biological function” is a term used in the text to denote the capabilities of
our mind. Thomas has listed some of the implications. Now please discuss
them from your own points of view.

Human intelligence is different from artificial intelligence, and in some
aspects artificial intelligence shows superiority to human intelligence. Do you
think some day it will replace human inteiligence and threaten us? Why or -
why not?

REINFORCE AND ENRICH YOUR VOCABULARY

1[i. Choose the best word or phrase from the given list to replade the underlined
part in each of the following sentences. ‘

1.

We cai not vanish like the whalies.

a. swim ' b. inhale
c.disappear d. inhabit
Computers today even go transiently crazy.
a. for a while b. permanently
c. at large ‘ d. accidentally

All the part wired together, you’ll get a radio.
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a. given - b. connected

c. set . d. put
4. The staggering information we take in will exhaust any computer.
a. confusing . b. shocking
c. large sum of d. useless pieces of :
5. The music from the radio modulated and lost its original favor.
a. waved b. changed
¢. modified d. crocked
6. The new economic policy caused some fluctuations in the money market.
a. disasters b. failures
c. purchases ' d. movements
7. Information is accelerating quickly with the development of science.
a. rising b. gathering
. €. coming - d. spreading

8. He never listens to any advice and stays in a rut.
a. in a fixed way of living ‘
b. in hospital
c. out of information
d. beyond understanding
9. Sometimes if you try to use common sense to make predlctlons things will

become botched up. .
a. better ,, b. spoiled
c. fixed d. simple
10. We are obsessed by his absent-mindedness.
a. disappointed b. shocked
c. hurt d. troubled

-

COMPREHENSIVE EXERCISE

IV. Fast reading practlce
Read the following passage as quxckly as possxble and then do the exercises

that follow.

Electronics makes possible "memory systems” that can store large amounts
of mformation very quickly, These memory systems are used to an amazing variety

of thmgs

In a computer, a magnetic tape holds information and supplies it on demand
at a speed far greater than that of human calculation. For example, a computer can

solve in an hour mathematical problems that take a skilled mathematician a lifetime’

to solve. The machines take over tiresome calculations and so relieve men to do

07‘



more creative work. Electronic computers are now used to control other kinds of
machines, to keep banks and produce inventory information on demand, to deter-
mine the probabilities on which insurance rates are based, and to perform many
other tasks. This is why computers have been called "thinking machines."

Automation replaces the human workers with a machine that can do his job
faster and more accurately. The machine is able to see errors and correct them. The
machines become inspectors as well as workers. :

The automatic washer is an example of a low degree of automation. It is
loaded and turned on. It operates until it turns itself off. Computers show a high
degree. They control and receive information from other machines and correct
€ITorS. .

Automation with electronic controls can be utilized in almost every factory
or process. Metal parts can be guided through hundreds of operations without a-
human touching them. Electronically guided tools can cut, drill, and weld. Automat-
ic controls can adjust temperature, pressure, and oil flow.

The number of ways in which electronic will be put to use in the future
appears limitless. For example, electronics may be used one day to make highway
automatic. Experiments have already shown that electronic devices can guide and
control automobiles and prevent accidents. As scientists experiment in their laborato-
ries, new kinds of electronic instruments are developed. These instruments lead to
new discoveries about the laws of nature. These discoveries lead to new kinds of
industry that branch out into new, more effective methods of communication, safer
and faster travel, less expensive products through automated mass production,
speedier ways to solve complex mathematical problems, and better ways to control
and prevent hundreds of problems.

You now know a little bit about the science of electronics. The uses to which
scientists put electrons are many. The science of electronics is vital to the explora-
tion of outer space, to national defense, to education, to medicine, and to communi-
cations. If you choose a career in electronics, you will be working with the most
powerful forces of nature -- electricity, magnetism, and the mysterious force that

holds together the parts of an atomic nucleus.

Choose the best answers or complements for the following questions or incomplete
statements.
1. The title for this passage would best be .
a. Computers and Automation
b. Development of Computers
c. Computers, Automation and the Future of Electronics

d. Computers in Apphcanon
2. According to the passage, which of the following items is not the function
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