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Speaking Truth to PowerPoint

ByDAVID FEITH

Dunkin’ Donuts insists that “America runs on Dunkin’.” Actually, America runs on PowerPoint. Slide, by slide,
by slide.

But maybe we shouldn’t. Maybe—while we reconsider how we bank, manufacture cars, emit carbon and visit the
doctor—we should also rethink how we PowerPoint. Maybe cutting the cord is change you can believe in.

This is the bold message trumpeted today by a few anti-PowerPointers—“SourPointers,” let’s call them. Do they
stand a chance?

PowerPoint—the Microsoft program for creating slide presentations—is ubiquitous in boardrooms, government
offices, military bases and universities. Like Xerox, it is a brand name-cum-archetype. Microsoft estimates that
there are 500 million PowerPoint users world-wide.

Standing athwart these legions is José Bowen, a SourPointer who serves as dean of Southern Methodist
University’s School of the Arts. In addition to being a professor of music, Mr. Bowen is a jazz musician who has
played with Dizzy Gillespie and written for Jerry Garcia. So he knows performance. And he insists that
PowerPoint undermines it, serving as a crutch for professors and lulling students into boredom and passivity. He
encourages his SMU colleagues not to use the program in lectures—to “teach naked,” as he says.

T.X. Hammes brings a quite different background to the ranks of the SourPointers. A retired colonel in the
Marine Corps and an expert on counterinsurgency warfare, Col. Hammes wrote in this month’s Armed Forces
Journal that PowerPoint “is actively hostile to thoughtful decision-making.”

Throughout the Defense Department and military, he writes, the agenda is driven by vague, oversimplified and
easily misunderstood bullet points. While decision-makers once read and slept on “succinct two- or three-page
summaries of key issues,” today they are harried by the pace of PowerPoint and “are making more decisions with
less preparation and less time for thought,” Col. Hammes charges.

As Newton stood on the shoulders of giants, Mr. Bowen, Col. Hammes and other SourPointers are propped on
the shoulders of Edward Tufte. A renowned design guru and former Yale University professor, Mr. Tufte travels
the country giving six-hour lectures that people in the fields of advertising, programming and publishing pay
hundreds of dollars to attend. Upending PowerPoint is a chief goal of his work.

Mr. Tufte’s case against PowerPoint is lengthy, detailed and not subtle. The program is evil and wasteful, he
wrote in 2003—a “prankish conspiracy against evidence and thought.” On the cover of his self-published
pamphlet, “The Cognitive Style of PowerPoint,” Mr. Tufte depicts Josef Stalin overlooking a large, rigid Soviet
military parade and declaring “Next slide, please.”
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" When the Columbia space-shuttle disaster occurred over Texas in early 2003, Mr. Tufte fingered PowerPoint as
a culprit. He argued that shuttle information vital to NASA analysts had been shunted to the bottom of a
typically cluttered PowerPoint slide.

And he wasn’t just demonstrating a critic’s overzealous imagination—he was right. As the Columbia Accident
Investigation Board concluded: “It is easy to understand how a senior manager might read this PowerPoint
slide”—the one Mr. Tufte singled out—“and not realize that it addresses a life-threatening situation.” The board

called PowerPoint use “endemic” and “an illustration of the problematic methods of technical communication at
NASA.”

Brands have been destroyed by far less weighty associations. And yet the PowerPoint juggernaut rolls on. The
reason is not just PowerPoint users’ laziness, or the software’s many attractive features. It's that PowerPointers
and SourPointers offer different answers to a basic question: Are poor slide presentations the fault of the
presentation tool or the presenter?

“Any general opposition to PowerPoint is just dumb,” argued Harvard psychologist Steven Pinker in an email.
“It’s like denouncing lectures—before there were awful PowerPoint presentations, there were awful scripted
lectures, unscripted lectures, slide shows, chalk talks, and so on.”

Computer programming pioneer Larry Wall has argued similarly, stating: “I do quarrel with logic that says
‘Stupid people are associated with X, therefore X is stupid.’ Stupid people are associated with everything.”

So perhaps all we can say is, “next slide.” And please pass the doughnuts.

—Mr. Feith is a Robert L. Bartley Fellow at the Journal this summer.
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