Dealing in futures

Truth is scarier than sc
BY MARK WILLIAMS

Distraction

By Bruce Sterling
432 pages, $23.95
Bontam Spectra

The Weightless Waorld:
Strategies for Managing
the Digital Economy

By Diane Coyle

272 poges, $25

MIT Press

O FUTURIST can tell
you exactly when it'll
be time to shorn Micro-
soft or how low Internet
vendors’ margins will
go: beyond some possible catasirophe
that calls all bets off {say, India and
Pakistan blundering into nuclear con-
ﬂ (T :I. minst nr I I'\l.' '|'-1|I1.|r|.--‘\ \]H'i'll’h & are
o0 |1;|.T|1-dr|1rml|.111r 1o b '|1-r|'1.|'i|:'!.:i\'||'.
But broad extrapolations can hold true.
Though Leonardo da Vinci couldn't an
ticipate frequent-flyer miles, he foresaw
Aying machines. The writer Arthur C.
Clarke didn't know that wireless :ippl'i'
cations would enable ubiqui-
tous Internet access, bur in
1045 he prophesied the tele-
communications satellite,

In 1g88—during the
hl"}'d:l".‘ nr]’r\r'ﬁidt‘n! Rt'u.p‘.:lr!"h
Strategic Defense Initia-
tive—Bruce Sterling's Islands
in the Net conjured a 2023 in
which the cold war was a
historic footnote comprehensible only
[ (=] rhi"fl.}' 1"‘“1!1'".‘“1, W h'i I.l" Ml ion-sIal I.:";I
powers had receded as the global rele-
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cosm—rthe Met—imposed its economic
order. At the novel's end, all that re-
r:1;L|r1rd ..1“|'w.'i|.:||.' 1‘11' Met was sub-
Saharan Africa, which (except for a
South Africa led by a black president)
continued to be a wasteland devastared
by AIDS, war, starvation, and ecologi-
cal disaster, Mr }in'rhn!.:‘.- 3021, in short,
iz the one we're on track for,

FREEWARE KILLS
MNow Mr. Steeling's latest novel,
Dhigtraction, asks: what if the Internet

smashed our old order, and a new civil
SOCIETY failed 1o Congea I?

Dhisiraction’s protagonis is a [.uhti-
cal |.'.|.|r1|:l.|'i|¢||. manager 1n
2044 whao |'\:|F1|1r|-|\ o be
since he's the result of the
botched genetic engineering
of a Colombian cartel that
planned 1o sell in vitro babies
to foster parents in rich
and
smarter than James Carville,
America,
that's a distinct advantage:

countries Wl.'1r!.!l.‘|-'

In Distraction’s

“Tt had never oceurred to the
lords of the consumer society
that comsurmeriam as a p-cl]iri
cal philosophy might one day
manifest the grave systemic
instabilities that Commu-
nism had...MNot anly were
Fu‘uph' broke, but [hl."_\' WCTE
t..[l,l['“{".l. Tay r'|'|..|.|.!l'|l'.\h LJ\' COmy
I'T'-{'rl,'l..lll'i. .'Ir!l,i F\I.HI.,I.'\'\II\' sur
veilled by privacy-invading hucksters.”
Thus, the new president, elected by a re-
sSOur H.‘Ir'l!: IH ]H.'T\. (L i|1‘ WO ETS, ||“'||i1 3 rll:l."

1309

customary impeachment proceedings.
Unpaid LLS. Air Force personnel block
freeways with helicopters, exacting con-
tributions for “bake sales.” America’s
latest cold war 15 wirh Holland.

Fair l-r1n'.:|g|1. Baar the ratienale for
all this L'h.\-'u, |.||'|Fnr11||1.|‘.-'|.:,'. is thar
during a trade war, the Chinese made all
English-language intellectual property
freely available on the MNet, bankrupring
the software-based American economy.

Hu.u‘h‘? Even |.||:!u.t-r-r its closed-
source model, Microsoft makes nearly
a third of its profits from licenses to
third-party developers; its proprietary
code would still bring in profits even if
P“':“ \,"\:I VETSINK I:'Ii. n= ‘I."'IT'I'I."II.I.'L] I."I'H.{
prnrﬁuﬂ were foee. With a model like
Marimba's Castanet, alternatively, sub-
spribwers vy b rec ENE LTI K .'I”!.- in-
_\111“;-\! I.I.E"dqll,l."'\ :11. the saftware. And
U'III.!L"'1 tl'tl" \,TI_'I!"F. source !'I":I."I.II"I.
developers use free source
code to write applications;
they make revenues through
services and so on. Even il a
I;'.|.r1‘|.'1, ary }'1'1,'_ [t :N'1'|l.'| 'I”JI'IL*I'
like Mr. Sterling w

on 1.!_\!.':“'.,1FL".\ .I_"I.I'\II'II."\‘G-

asn't clear

models, he should have real-
ized thar if freeweare were all it
ook, Saddam Hussein would
have set up some servers by now.
Mothing Mr. Sterling writes ia
without interest, but [Distraction docesn't
deliver whar he's provided previeusly—
the startling recognition that this is T
r}'li‘ Fl.ll e TI'.III_Y Ir'li#ill LH'. .J.'l':.' I!"lln.hlli-" I.II
the Net instead, Or wog7's fLJJ_'r Fire, in
which the medical-industrial complex
of the 20805 dominates the global econ-
omy, and imvestors in certain life-
extension starnups artain riches and ex-
tended |,u,~|:1gr'vll V., I l.-'_ﬁ Fire feels like
prophecy: last year Geron bielogists



rint

manipulated telomeric DNA—cultured
cells that can replicate indefinitely—
and repeated the process on human em-
bryonic stem cells in the scarch for im-
mortal, specialized rissue,

HEAVY THINKING

Diane Coyle's The Weightless
World presents some interesting propo-
sitions. Ms. Coyle derives her weight-
lessness metaphor from a o6 speech of
Alan Greenspan's, in which the Federal
Reserve chairman considered how the
world's economic output has shifted
from a focus on manufacturing large,
heavy things toward making products
in which most of the value derives
From increased Il.-f‘i'lrll:sll::lglr":ﬂ X Pﬁ*ﬂ'iw.
The standard of living in industrialized
countries is 20 times higher than a cen-
tury ago, Ms. Coyle writes, but those
countrics’ combined economic output
weighs the same as their o-times-less-
valuable HI.IIF"I.II back then.

We live during a profound re-

\Irurhln'nH. Yer the ald H:Fhr and the
old Left reiterate archaic calls for limits
on trade and immigration. In America,
health benefits were once tied o the
liferirme job; oday fewer peaple have
either. Voters everywhere demand
more money for health and education
while remaining unwilling to reduce
entitlements; politicians respond with
deficit spending.

Ms. Coyle sees the pileup ahead.
Trra-thirds r.l:,l_ all the pﬂ'lpfl* wha ever
reached the age :l{ 65 are alive .'m'iu}’. H}l
1030 seniors will constitute one-third of
the industrialized countries’ popula-
tions; the U.5. federal deficir will
become 26 to 37 percent of gross domes-
i andm-: if entitlements remain un-
changed. The Weightless World proposes
that either the developed countries em-
brace immigration to achieve adequate
replacement populations o support
those oldsters, or else invest their pen-
L1400 !|-|.| r!l.h: 'iri :fl::llll'igl.":l’, dﬂ.‘vfllﬂpi.:l‘lg
countries so that “profits from the

active work force in the lavter will fund
the retirement of the former.” This is
nice, though the problem may be bigger
than Ms. Coyle believes.

We are approaching an exponen-
tial explosion of biemedicine. If mortal
bodies are repairable with new, ever-
youthful tissues, The Weightless World's
claim that seniors will constitute a third
of the industrialized population is con-
servative. What entitlements can ciri-
zens expect? And will they meekly
accept that the rich get, say, an extra
half-century? Should the technologies
become available to all (since there's no
reason te assume that once developed,
they couldn’t become routine and af-
fard :ll'rlt':l, what resources will be re-
quired to support populations with
such extended life spans® We can now
foresee the biggest challenge—or sys-
temic crash—in human history, @

.'\-'Llr‘k ur'r'”r'umt £a u,'imr.‘r :,r.rf]'r':l‘ iii'r'nﬂ fn
Ogkeland. Write o markred @ ynn.com.
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