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0000 The nonprofessional has little choice but to make his attributions of properties to computers on the
basis of the propaganda emanating from the computer community and amplified by the press.The computer
professional therefore has an enormously important responsibility to be modest in his claims.This advice would not
even have to be voiced if computer science had a tradition of scholarship and of self-criticism such as that which
characterizes the established sciences. The mature scientist stands in awe before the depth of his subject matter.His
very humility is the wellspring of his strength.I regard the instilling of just this kind of humility,chiefly by the
example set by teachers,to be one of the most important missions of every university department of computer
science. The computer scientist must be aware constantly that his instruments are capable of having gigantic direct
and indirect amplifying effects.An error in a program,for example,could have grievous direct results,including most
certainly the loss of much human life.On 11 September 1971,to cite just one example,a computer programming
error caused the simultaneous destruction of 117 high-altitude weather balloons whose instruments were being
monitored by an earth satellite.A similar error in a military command and control system could launch a fleet of
nuclear-tipped missiles.Only censorship prevents us from knowing how many such events involving nonnuclear
weapons have already occurred.Clearly then,the computer scientist has a heavy responsibility to make the fallibility
and limitations of the systems he is capable of designing brilliantly clear.
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