The Role of Semantics

® As my wife and T are of English
origin, we are well aware of differ-
ences between our former and present
usage of that language: English and
American. A friend once said, “The
English and the American are two
peoples separated by a common lan-
guage.” Perhaps the best illustration
of this aspect occurs in the usage of
the word “homely.”

In Englard, to call a woman
“homely” is a pretty high compliment.
Perhaps the best American equivalent
to the English usage would be *“af-

fable.” It means easy to like, get along
with. It describes someone who quickly
makes you feel at home, comfortable,
which is surely a desirable trait. Over
there, it has nothing whatever to do
with looks.

Getting nearer to our kind of busi-
ness, there are spanners and wrenches,
boot and trunk, bonnet and hood,
valves and tubes, and a whole lot more
translations where the English and the
American use different words for the
same object.

But that is not what this column will

be about. However, it may relate to
it in a way: people sometimes read
what I write and assume that, because
I am (or was) English, I express my-
self differently, and therefore I do not
mean what I appear to say, although
actually I am using English in the
American way. So in that sense, the
above obstacle may remain, to an
extent.

In most instances, exactly the same
misunderstanding could occur on either
side of the Atlantic. It is a basic mis-
understanding, not a difference in
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theory and practice (cont.)

book, had access. My purpose in last
November’s column was to draw at
tention to the importance and uni
versality of this concept of systems
design.

As the documentation was there re-
corded, it could not be put into a man-
ual. Last November's column, as pub-
lished, did call attention to some man-
ual-type things that do not work (at
least as well), which in those days
(back in the 30s) we described as
“the brute force method.” Nowadays
that would be described as “doing it
by the book™—or the manual.

By editing out the reference to the
book that applied the same basic
method in a completely different con-
text, November's column omitted the
positive side of what I intended it to
say. Perhaps the same distinction can
be shown by reference to two more
words, one of which appeared in that
column as printed: application and
utilization.

Application means taking something
and applying it, in perhaps one, two,
three fashion, as you might from a
manual. Utilization means putting
something to use. Utilization would
more appropriately fit with the form
of documentation I was talking about.

/

/! from Mathematics”

But the word the column printed was
application.

The book, “Taking the Mysticism
showed quite
clearly how hang-ups in math occur—
and by application, that could include
other subjects—and from that, how to
remove your own hang-ups and be-
come proficient at learning that sub-
ject. I have a file full of testimony that
it works.

PROBLEM-SOLVING

Fairly obviously, such a book is not
a manual: you could call it a problem-
solving procedure. First you find out
why you have a hang-up. But then you
have not necessarily solved that hang-
up, unless you also remove the cause.
And part of the cause is often just the
thing we have been discussing here:
that you want simple, a-b-c-type an-
swers, without bothering to “put your
brain in gear.”

The same comment goes for true
engineering, in any context. It is from
such constructive efforts, based on true
ingenuity—which can never be put
into a manual—that progress results.
As an earlier column of mine once
said, Edison did not invent the light
bulb by going down to the corner news-
stand and buying a paperback on
“How to invent the light bulb.” |
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