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VC COLUMN The technical revolution THE industrial revolution had a 
profound effect on society. It was 
the start of greater mobility, 
automation and freedom from 
mundane tasks.

Arguably, the technological 
revolution that is happening now 
will have a greater impact. The 
Internet has made the world 
more connected as computing is 
accessible to more people than 
was the case 20 years ago.

E-mails may soak up increasing 
amounts of time but compared to 
writing a memo and circulating it 
by hand, it enables a fast 
interchange of information, 
increasing the speed at which 
business is conducted.

There are many other examples 
where the effect of this 
technological revolution can be 
seen. Social media platforms 
such as Facebook, Twitter, 
Instagram and LinkedIn have 
enabled millions of people 
to connect with one 
another on a daily basis. 
Social media has also 

led to friendships being formed 
with people who they have never 
met in person and possibly never 
will.

Google and other search engines 
enable the world’s knowledge to be 
just a click away. “Google it” has 
become a common phrase and the 
Encyclopaedia Britannica has been 
largely replaced by Wikipedia as 
one of the principal places to look 
for information.

Cameras have come a long way 
from the days when you took 36 
pictures and waited days, weeks 
or months to get the pictures 
developed.

 Pictures can now be shared 
within seconds with a 
worldwide audience. Phones, 
tablets, laptops, watches and 
personal computers now 
have cameras, making 
picture taking and sharing 

easier.

Another hardware revolution is 
taking place in the form of 3D 
printing and there can be little 
doubt that we are just witnessing 
the start of what could drive a 
manufacturing revolution.

As this technology progresses, it 
is hard to imagine where it will 
lead but you can envisage a 
scenario where you can print 
spare parts at home rather than 
waiting for them to be delivered.

We are now able to 
manufacture (print) components 
at home, yet we are not able to 
reliably produce software in an 
automated way.

The technological revolution 
has been driven by advances in 
software and hardware, however, 
software is still being developed 
by teams of programmers, using 
mainly manual processes.

In the past 30 years, there have 
been research in computers 

programmes that write computer 
programmes, often called genetic 
programming.

However, genetic 
programming has never been 
able to produce large-scale 
industrial computer systems.

All indications are that we are 
still a long way from being able 
to do this. It is difficult to 
manually engineer a software 
that is provably correct and 
guaranteed to do what you 
expect it to do, let alone expect a 
computer to do it. 

Imagine if civil engineers could 
not prove the reliability of their 
structures. Would you dare step 
onto a bridge or go to the top 
floor of a building using a lift? 

We put our faith and lives into the 
hands of computer software every 
day and there is no guarantee that 
it will work as it should.

Engineering has made huge 
strides in the last few years. We 
assume that buildings will stay up, 
bridges will not collapse and 
aeroplanes will stay airborne. 
However, nobody is surprised 
when large-scale software 
development projects run late, are 
over budget and do not work as 
expected.

It is a common day occurrence 
to “turn it off and turn it on again” 
due to software malfunctions.

Engineering covers many 
disciplines, including civil, 
manufacturing, chemical, 
materials, electrical and 
environmental. Software 
engineering, despite its name, 
does not engineer software but 
develops it without being able to 
offer any guarantees.

Software engineers are often 
not certified, in the same sense 
that civil engineers are certified 
and can offer guarantees about 
their end products.

If we could really engineer 
software it would help speed up 
the technological revolution and 
make our software more robust, 
safer and with some guarantee 
that it will operate as designed.
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 Arguably, the 
technological 
revolution that is 
happening now 
will have a greater 
impact. The Internet 
has made the world 
more connected as 
computing has been 
accessible to more 
people than was the 
case 20 years ago.  

Computers play a key role 
in modern times but 
there is still much to do in 
software development 
and reliability.


