Why are people so excited about Wolfram|Alpha?

Because it lets you go beyond what you’ve gotten used to asking a computer.
Wolfram|Alpha is not a search engine. Search engines work very well when you need to look
something up: if it exists, they will find it for you.
The “if it exists” part is the catch, because the most interesting questions are often those that have
not been asked before, or whose answers have never been written down. And if it’s not written
down on someone’s web page, a search engine is not going to find it.
Search engines are a bit like a parent who refuses to do your homework for you, and instead tells
you where you can look up the facts you need, then expects you to put them together to work out
the answer yourself. It’s a fine teaching technique, but can get pretty annoying if you really just
want the answer.
Say you’re writing an article about Japan’s economy and you want to compare it to the EU. If
Japan were an EU country, what percentage of this hypothetical expanded EU’s GDP would it
represent? You could use a search engine to look up Japan’s GDP and then look up the EU’s GDP,
but no search engine is going to tell you the GDP of a hypothetical combined EU + Japan—that’s
math you’d have to do yourself (and don’t forget currency conversion problems).
If you ask Wolfram|Alpha the same question, it tells you straight out that Japan’s GDP would be
23% of that of the hypothetical combined entity.

Wolfram|Alpha did the math, and it automatically factored in today’s currency conversion rates
(which you would have had to look up separately if you were using a search engine). Think about
it: Wolfram|Alpha just answered a question that had not been asked before, and gave an answer
that could not be not found by any search engine.
Would Japan be the biggest country in the EU + Japan? Let’s ask which country has the biggest
GDP in the EU.

It’s Germany, so how does Germany’s GDP compare to that of Japan?

Well, it looks like in the 1970’s they were about the same, but now Japan is over 50%
bigger. You can finish your article now: if Japan were to join the EU, it would be the
biggest member, one and a half times as large as Germany, and would represent over 23% of the
EU s total GDP.
Notice that we didn’t ask Wolfram|Alpha a big wordy question like “What percentage of GDP
would Japan be in a hypothetical combined EU and Japan?” That doesn’t work any better in
Wolfram|Alpha than it does in a search engine. Instead, just as you learn to use a search engine
effectively by putting in the right combination of keywords, you learn to use Wolfram|Alpha by
distilling your question into one or more facts and relationships between them.

In many subject areas Wolfram|Alpha can take a question almost exactly as you would naturally
encounter it. Let’s try a more technical example. A typical chemistry homework assignment
might ask for the weight of 10^25 molecules of glucose. That’s something you can enter verbatim,
and read the answer right off the results page, along with a dozen other interesting things, not
about glucose in general, but about that specific quantity of glucose.

To get this answer, Wolfram|Alpha had to combine its knowledge of Avogadro’s number with the
molecular weight of glucose, and also know which formula to use to combine those facts to give
the final answer. A search engine would have forced you to figure out all those things yourself,
and would have given you information only about glucose in general, not about the specific
amount you asked about.

Of course Wolfram|Alpha is far more than a tool for doing chemistry homework. Because it
knows facts and relationships in so many areas of human knowledge, Wolfram|Alpha can make
these sorts of inferences, and generate real answers, using data as diverse as the temperature in
Madrid (right now, in real time) how old Barack Obama was in 1975 —both questions you can
ask Wolfram|Alpha directly.
Wolfram|Alpha knows geography. Give it three cities and it will compare and
contrast them for you.

Wolfram|Alpha knows space. Type in “moon” and it will tell you the distance from the Earth to
the Moon. But it’s not just the average distance you would find with a search engine, it’s the actual
distance right now, which varies from hour to hour.

If you ask about the International Space Station, Wolfram|Alpha tells you what direction in the
sky to look for it from where you are currently located.

Wolfram|Alpha knows weather, both yours and everyone else’s. If you ask what the air
temperature is, it tells you your air temperature, using the nearest available weather reporting
station, and up to date to within a few minutes.

If you want to know the weather at some other time or place, just ask.

How do hurricanes Katrina and Andrew compare? Any time you give Wolfram|Alpha two
concepts, it tries to compare and contrast them for you, using facts, figures, or maps.

Wolfram|Alpha knows math. Put in a function and you get a nice
show and tell about it.

If you want something more specific, tell Wolfram|Alpha what you’d like to do with the formula,
say, for example, integrate it.

Not sure how that integral was done? Use the Show Steps button to find out.

Wolfram|Alpha knows health and nutrition. If you’re a 38-year-old male with a total cholesterol
level of 200, how does that compare to the average?

If you eat a Big Mac, how many more calories is that compared to a yogurt?

Notice that for a relatively vague question, such as this one, Wolfram|Alpha made a number of
automatic assumptions for you, such as what kind of yogurt and how much of it. The Assuming
lines let you choose from different brands and serving sizes. (A Big Mac, on the other hand, is a
standard object the world over, and requires no further clarification.)

Wolfram|Alpha can return results in many forms, not just tables and maps. If you want to know
what it’s like having 20/100 vision, Wolfram|Alpha will show you a picture.

We hope that these examples have given you a flavor of what Wolfram|Alpha can do. It’s
important to realize that while Wolfram|Alpha doesn’t know everything about everything, it
is not a bag of tricks. Wolfram|Alpha’s knowledge is deep and broad in the areas it covers, and
growing every day. The underlying technology and algorithms are applicable to virtually any area
of human endeavor.
The consistent theme is that Wolfram|Alpha tries to give you the answer, not references or hints
about where you might find it. Try any of the examples above in your favorite search engine and
see how well it does. Do you get the answer, or a nagging series of half answers? A search engine
gives you information, but Wolfram|Alpha gives you the answer.

