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BOOK REVIEW

J. Pelton. Global talk: The marriage of the computer, world communications and
man. Brighton: Harvester Press, 1981. 336 pp. £7.95. ISBN: 0 7108 0347 8.

This book offers us a forecast of economic, social and technological changes on
earth in the next 20-100 years, which will be brought about by changes in computing
and telecommunications. There are problems with any book of this type, and fore-
casting the future is a risky business for an author to undertake. One obvious
problem is that the topic is too large for the book, resulting in treatment which is in
places irritatingly superficial, and leading the author to stray from one area and
good idea to another without consistent development. Several concepts (TIUPILS,
telecomputer energetics, technological functionalism) are introduced briefly and
then dropped without further mention. In this respect the book lacks depth where it
attempts breadth. A further consequence of the rushed treatment of a wide range of
topics is an anodyne conclusion and a plethora of anaemic axioms and imperatives
(‘we must seek better understanding of the social and political dynamics of techno-
logical change’). The author cites Asimov and Clarke as his models, and shows a
leaning towards fictional construction in his dialogues which suggests a frustrated
novelist. It is in his style and tone that some of the main problems of the book lie. Dr
Pelton has attempted to produce a work which is ‘intelligible to the informed public’
at ‘a level of sophistication greater than that which People magazine might provide,
but without being as tedious as the New York Times’. The result is a book which is
often patronizing—Dr Pelton tells us how difficult it is for a real scientist to write
for ordinary people—and which is written in the style of a bad warm-up comedian in
a third-rate night club. The publishers compound the errors by poor proof-reading
and an irritating ignorance of spelling (hierarchical is so consistently mis-spelt it
seems likely that neither author nor publisher knows the correct version).

The reader who can get past these problems will be both rewarded and frustrated.
The book does not offer any increment to even the humanist’s understanding of
tomorrow, and the conclusion that both social problems and social benefits of the
‘coming world of global talk’ will be ‘enormous’ does not really help us. However,
there is a vast amount of factual and descriptive information, conveniently gathered
together, which the non-scientist may not find accessible elsewhere, together with
discussion of the commercial and governmental, as well as technological, stances
and developments which will affect the pattern of our future. The book contains
several useful appendices of tabulated information and a very helpful glossary. Dr
Pelton is good in discussing technological aspects of the fusion of computers and
telecommunications, less good in discussing social applications—an area where he
becomes more dependent on other visionary writers. The section on the city of
tomorrow is typical (‘we must forget architecture and take up arcology’). Dr
Pelton’s future city is one which seems to ignore man’s feeling for the past, and this
reviewer will be quite happy not to survive to live in an age of arcology—judging by
the drawings the author provides. Happy in technical matters and broad brush
descriptions, the author is less successful in detailing the precise characteristics of
the changes which telecommunications, computers and information societies will
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produce. Dr Pelton has told me a lot, but I still don’t know what the day after
tomorrow will be like, and for that I’m grateful.

I. Cornelius v

Department of Library and Information Studies
University College

. Dublin
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