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Douglas Engelbart rates an astounding 30 on the geek 

scale. If you know who he is, you may as well just go out 

and celebrate your victory in our geekery* challenge.

In 1963, Engelbart invented the mouse—not the rodent, 

obviously. God, or maybe Darwin invented that. Engelbart 

invented the computer mouse, which is the precursor to 

pretty much every computer operating system that any-

body uses anymore, and more importantly, the mouse is the 

origin of the very concept of an intuitive computer inter-

face. You can have a point if you know that Steve Jobs was 

like, totally, the Moses of computers, bringing intuitive 

interfaces down from a mountain and giving them to the 

people. You get 2 points if Wozniak rings a bell, but then, on 

principle, you have to subtract a couple points if you don’t 

know that Bill Gates is the nemesis of all that is good in the 

* I made that word up and will use it repeatedly until it ends up in the 
dictionary.

world of bits and bytes. Seriously, Windows 8 is like kissing 

your sister. If you like it, you probably need to see a mental 

health professional.

Engelbart is particularly important when it comes to 

geekery and politics because it is the development of 

increasingly intuitive computer interfaces that eventually 

set information free on a scale and to an extent that many 

would argue has fundamentally changed the world. 

Creating interfaces that required almost no training to gain 

access to information, interfaces so simple that they could 

literally be mastered by children who still hadn’t mastered 

the whole toilet thing, set information free. In the half cen-

tury since that first mouse, we have gone from a situation 

where most governments strictly controlled information 

available to a situation where North Korea is just about the 

only country that still manages to hold on to near absolute 

controls on what information its people can access.
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citizens to engage in peer policing against potential revolutionaries. This might be most 
easily accomplished by making it a crime not to report someone’s efforts to form a revo-
lutionary group. While this deterrent alone might be effective, the government can make 
it even more effective—and, in fact, make it almost impossible to form a revolutionary 
group—by getting people to believe that government agents will test their willingness to 
turn in others to the authorities.

Borrowing the setting from Nineteen Eighty-Four, imagine that some bald guys with 
poorly faked Eastern European accents come up to you and say something like, “We know 
you are guilty and we are going to have to punish you.” You have just become a pawn of 
the secret police. This shouldn’t seem all that far-fetched. Even in the context of real-world 
totalitarian dictatorships, the secret police are always bald, creepy-looking guys with bad 
accents and an unnatural predilection for leather overcoats. They also do not actually need 
any evidence or any real justification to make such a claim. You are guilty as soon as they 
decide to say you are guilty. Working with this presumption of guilt, these leather-over-
coated protectors of the government can offer to be magnanimous. They can give you the 
chance to redeem yourself by proving your loyalty. Perhaps you can do them the favor of 
testing the loyalty of your coworkers. Perhaps you can share some criticisms of the govern-
ment with the person in your office you most suspect of having revolutionary inclinations, 
so the government can test that unsuspecting dupe’s loyalty.




