Rants
It 1s difficult to know what to do with my rants.

Yes, [ recognize that right now I am beginning to rant. This writing has a more
than the mild stench of a rant. I recognize that.

What is a rant? A rant is a long, frequently rehearsed, frequently performed set of
ideas that repeats itself. Here are four the four main tenets of a rant:

1. The ranting experience is so much better for the speaker (ranter) than for the
listener (rantee).

2. Shamelessly, the ranter repeats the same idea over and over again, as if truth
is spawned just by repetition.

3. The delivery is full of passionate expression since the intended effect is to
passionately persuade instead of factually inform.

4. Finally, a good rant presents a contrary view, especially when the usual view
needs updating. That is, the usual view needs revision in the mind of the
ranter. It is a way for the ranter to say, “I, the ranter, know what is really
going on while you the rantee have been suffering cluelessly in the dark.”

I will now present some rants from my personal collection.

Rant #1: Geezerhood

As you age you visit the doctor more frequently. Your body needs

maintenance. This should not be surprising. Yet, for some old folks it is all they
can talk about.

I wish I had a dime for every time I had to listen to the stupid old pun about the
“organ dance”. Get it? Two old folks are talking about the troubles with their
organs so they are doing “the organ dance”. Yuk yuk. Look. Ifyou want a clever
pun then mention Everett Hilty of First Congregational Church in

Boulder. According to a small tablet in the back of the church he was a CU music
professor specializing in keyboard instruments. In his will he gave some of his
collection to the church. Hence, he was an Organ Donor! Get it? Yuk yuk.

In my rant I say that I do not want to hear about your medical condition. Yes, I
have compassion about your situation. But do not belabor details that you only
learned recently and details I will forget in ten minutes. I am not a medical student
cramming for the final exam. Please, [ want to know of your situation in a few
sentences and in high level terms. Then move on.



Rant # 2: Engineers using big words

This is a rant against using five-dollar phrases to pretend importance. No value is
added by such words. As the popular software acronym YAGNI says, “You Ain't
Gonna Need It”. Common language is good enough.

Software documents written by software engineers are the breeding grounds for
this nonsense. In test plans or even simple discussions we identify that thing being
tested. Sometimes we test a piece of hardware, or test elaborate software, or test
just a snippet of code. Confusion is reduced when you identify the target of the
test.

Alas, a common practice when I worked in the aerospace industry was to start all
written works with the same fancy first paragraph. Invariably, the boilerplate
phrase “System Under Test (SUT)”, was included. Hmm. I estimate I have read
that acronym SUT a bazillion times. Do I really need it defined again?

Live meetings gave the opportunity to really flex this foolishness. As you prepare
to read these sacred words, dramatically pause and then in voice reserved for the
crowning of emperors, recite, “System Under Test (pause) SUT (pause again)”. It
feels so certain, so necessary, so grand.

If the audience is paying attention in the slightest, don’t you think they know that
the “test” you are talking about is not a whit different than the “System Under Test
(SUT)”? Just say “test”. You are done.

Years of reading clumsily disfigured documents has added SUT into my dictionary
of garbage technical phrases. Some phrases are also elevated to my Engineering
Flapdoodle Hall of Fame. “System Under Test (SUT) is right in there, just after
“Stakeholder Collective Engagement (SCE)” and right before “Team Throughput
Optimizing (TTO)”.

Rant #3: Victims

Of course, it is understandable that many people have only one style of
storytelling. One size fits all. Once their lips begin to move you know the

plot. Perhaps the characters might change. Or maybe a few new facts are
introduced following statements like, “Well can you believe just yesterday as I ...”



To me, these “Oh poor me” pity parties are just a rant. Yes, I can feel and
empathize with your situation. But, please, [ know there is much more to our lives
than constant victimhood and grievance. Let's share a balanced meal.

The ranter continues, ignoring my disinterest and annoyance. Ranter says, “Well,
today the person at the (fill in the blank) just did (fill in the grievance) and I had to
(fill in the victimhood). I really do not care if the facts are true, or embellished, or
cherry picked, or just made up. Why is truth irrelevant to me? Because I did not
want to hear the story in the first place. 1 do not want to hear today’s edition any
more than yesterday's or tomorrow’s or future episodes.

Rant # 4: Smug, yet failed, physicists

(Disclosure: My backpacking partner is a PhD physicist, and the thoughts
presented below are my side of the story that we have argued over many miles and
many days. His trail name is Chicago Steve. My trail name? Wrong Way Slim).

For the last four centuries theoretical physicists have failed the general public,
while at the same time almost breaking their arms patting themselves on the back
in scientific texts. I think of my own science, which is software experiments, and [
am proud that we have not joined in the same egotistic practices.

The role of physics is to explain the physical world. Hence the name. How can
you argue with that?

Yet step one in most physics classes is you must learn some new and arcane
math. Look, I don’t want that unnecessary distraction. I admit that math is easier
to grade than real physics. So perhaps that makes the teacher's job easier. But |
want to learn what is happening in the real world and not spend time learning
math. Also, some folks are math-phobic so please consider them.

The ancients knew of the six simple machines: lever, wheel and axle, pulley,
inclined plane, wedge, and screw. Basic to these machines is cause and effect. A
longer lever can lift more than a shorter one. More pulleys can do more work. To
till the soil, we use a plow which combines a wedge (splits the soil) lever (handle
to exert a force on the wedge) and in modern times a wheel and axle.

To understand a plow is to understand no more than friction, and cause and

effect. My three-year old granddaughter understands cause and effect. She pushes
a heavy toy and it takes more effort than a lighter one. Pushing the toy through
sand is not as easy as pushing on concrete.



A basic understanding of the physical world only requires understanding
relationships and forces. Do I really need what is in a usual physics book? Take a
deep breath. Consider this explanation from a standard physics book about the
event of moving a bale of hay:

“When moving an object up an inclined plane, the applied force must overcome
two forces acting downwards along the plane: the component of gravity pulling the
object down the slope and the force of friction, which also opposes the upward
motion. It continues joyously adding the math as eyes glaze over:

The normal force (Fnormal) on an inclined plane is equal to the perpendicular
component of gravity: Fnormal=mgcos(0)

The force of friction (Ffriction) will act down the incline, opposing the upward
motion: Ffriction=pFnormal=pumgcos(0)”

Readers, take a deep breath. Take another one. The above was a lot to swallow.
Think of your life experiences. How often were complex mathematical equations
required? How often were simple causal relationships good enough?

I have heard the objection that sometimes the precision and language of
mathematics is required. Fair enough. But in 99% of real-life encounters with the
physical world it is not. Cause and effect, using a tape measure, yellow caution
tape, rebar, duct tape, and understanding simple machines gets the job done.
Mission complete.

Which brings me to point number one. Perhaps physicists are poor at explaining
the physical world without using the crutch of mathematics. Please, can you just
explain it using causal relationships? Must you grasp at the distraction of trotting
out formulas instead of the harder task of simple explanation?

Fifty years ago, | was asked to teach graduate level statistics classes at the
University of Colorado. It was an easy ask since [ was already on the payroll at the
Computing Center. There, my responsibility was maintaining and writing
statistical software. The CU Graduate school asked me to teach about the various
computer algorithms which might minimize space, or hasten processing time, or
were just nice mathematical works. I taught the math as well as gave causal
explanations.



What do [ mean by “causal explanations”? Go to Wikipedia. Read their
explanations of regression analysis, or variance, or confidence interval, or analysis
of variance. Wikipedia is a much better teacher than I ever was. Today, I
remember less of the math. I wonder, is that also true of most of my students?

Point number two is the shameless vanity. In software engineering, our work,
especially complex systems, are explained in terms of cause and effect. From
flowcharts in the early days, to UML sequence diagrams, to causal diagrams,
simple visual drawings do the explaining.

Bone head mechanics in physics, however, has gilded the lily:

Force is called Newtons.

Work is Joules

Pressure 1s in Pascals.

Do I really care, or need to learn, how many Newtons, Joules, and Pascals were
involved today as I was bailing the hay in the back forty?

How many good students were needlessly rejected from physics classes because,
frankly, they wanted naturalistic stories and not the distraction of new

mathematics?

Thankfully, software engineering has not adopted this road to obfuscation. We can
understand our little universes in common notions like cause and effect.

I lament that physicists have failed to explain the ordinary world to us ordinary
people.

Rant # 5: Four rants are enough. I think so. I am saving others for later.



