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Prophet and Loss: Failing to Foresee the Future

power of the state. Each of these interacts with the others and puts pressure on the
individual. Each is also acted on by society as a whole. None are completely fixed
or completely understood and the interactions are sometimes subtle and sometimes

gross.
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PROPHET AND LOSS: FAILING TO FORESEE
THE FUTURE

Intelligent, well-educated experts in science and technology have been making
far-reaching pronouncements about the future for centuries. Some of the biggest
howlers of failed predictions include:

“The abdomen, the chest and the brain will forever be shut from the intrusion
of the wise and humane surgeon’ — Sir John Eric Ericksen, British surgeon to
Queen Victoria, 1873

“This telephone has too many shortcomings to be considered as a means
of communication. The device is inherently of no value to us’ — Western
Union internal memo, 1876

‘Radio has no future. Heavier-than-air flying machines are impossible.
X-rays will prove to be a hoax’ — Lord Kelvin, physicist and inventor, 1899

“The problem with television is that the people must sit and keep their
eyes glued on a screen; the average American family hasn’t time for it’ — New
York Times, 1949
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8 1 INTRODUCTION

‘Man will never reach the moon, regardless of all future scientific
advances’ — Lee De Forest, radio pioneer, 1957

“There is no reason anyone would want a computer in their home’ — Ken
Olson, president, chairman and founder of DEC, 1977

‘640 kB ought to be enough for anybody’ - Bill Gates, 1981

‘I predict the Internet will go spectacularly supernova and in 1996
catastrophically collapse’ — Bob Metcalf, 3Com Founder, 1995

The closest to reality any of these came is Bob Metcalf whose prediction of
catastrophic failure applied, but only to the ‘dot com’ investment bubble, not to
the technology or the spread of its usage to almost every home and workplace
and even to public toilets! So, when considering the future it is often ‘better to
keep silent and be thought a fool than speak and confirm the opinion’. Which
technologies will become widespread and last and which will die as they are born
or flash like a nova is difficult to predict. What is becoming ever more certain is
that technology will continue to evolve although we may be reaching the limits of
society to adapt to new technology quickly enough for it to be economically viable.
Already it can be seen that sufficient technology with wide acceptance can become
highly entrenched and outlast several generations of possible replacement purely
by commercial inertia (consider the humble audio compact disc, now beginning to
show its age but remaining a significant medium for purchase of music 20 years
after its introduction, and the audio cassette tape still with its niche markets more
than 40 years on). Entirely new technologies are not the only force at work. At
least as strong is the combination of new technologies with old (see Chapter 2 for
more on this), such as telephony over an Internet connection (voice over Internet
protocol) or video on demand delivered to third-generation mobile phones.

INFORMATION SYSTEM PARTITION

In what is now regarded as a classic exposition of the influence of technology on
society Meyrowitz (1985) in No Sense of Place argues that television produced

seismic upheaval in the social order by giving people access to hitherto restricted




