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Modern English Essays — On Future

» Chris O’Malley

[It’s an Internet Wl‘_l, 1

¥ elcome to the Internet Century. Or at least so go early
pronouncements in the future-forecasting business'. Far too early to even
hazard such a proclamation? Maybe. But perhaps nothing speaks more co-
gently to the overriding influence of the Internet at the dawn of this new
millennium than the fact that you cannot begin to divine the future in any
area—communications, medicine, commerce, entertainment, and so on—
without accounting for the role the Internet will play in each. And the future
of computing, of course, is now inextricably tied to the Intemet. But what
is the future of the Internet, and most specifically the World Wide Web?,
itself? Without a doubt, the Internet will continue to extend its amazingly
rapid (by historical standards) reach across the planet. It seems almost
certain, too, that higher-speed Internet pipelines will begin to alleviate’ the
World Wide Wait, as the slow surfing* of the Web on analog phone lines is
often dubbed.

Forecasting the size and speed of the Internet, however, only sketches
the outline of this vast system of electronic connections that is fast
becoming a pillar of modern society, in the same league as electricity or the

engine. Like those forces, the Internet promises to impact our lives in some
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very fundamental and perhaps dramatic ways. At its current rate of
progress, which has been nothing short of startling, we’re likely to see many
work and lifestyle changes within the next 20 years, and perhaps within
five. The technologies and trends being nurtured now give us some
tantalizing® hints of what’s to come. Here are a few of the possibilities.

An unleashed Internet will make us a people unplugged. The
Web may have a vast store of information and an empowering disregard for
physical boundaries, but it also comes with strings attached — namely,
phone lines. But as the Web grows beyond infancy, many of world’s leading
telecommunication and Internet companies are aiming to cut the Web’s
umbilical cord®.

To some degree, that’s happening already. Sprint’ PCS®’s new Wireless
Web service, for instance, lets you receive e-mail and bits of news or stock
quotes from the Internet. A variety of handheld devices, from organizers
such as the Palm VII to two-way pagers®, can also do wireless e-mail and
grab snippets'’ of data from the Web.

But the broader plan is to bring full-speed, full-color Web surfing to
wireless devices. Some of that will come through beefed-up'' cellular
phones'? and services. Several companies, including Nokia'* and
Qualcomm'?, have shown cellphone prototypes'® that have (relatively)
large color screens. And new wireless networks will be built specifically for
the Web. Cisco'® and Motorola'’ have one such network in the works.
Researchers at MIT’s Laboratory for Computer Science have an even
grander vision. Their “pervasive'® computing” project called Oxygen'®
envisions® a world in which the Internet is wirelessly within reach from
handheld devices, but from transceivers built i‘nto cars and walls too. Our
weaning from the phone jack will not only grant us more freedom with our
existing portable devices, it will no doubt spur newer, smaller, and cheaper
Web gizmos. It will also change one of the fundamental rules of Web access
to date. Rather than coming to the Web, the Web will come to us. That could
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mean that the Web calls you when it has important information to relate—
whether it’s a shoe sale or a stock buy.

A ubiguitous?' Internet will make every computer your office.
Today, PCs are our individual enclaves of software and information, and we
are very dependent on these notoriously unreliable and frequently immovable
hunks of hardware to help us get our work done. Tomortrow, aimost any
computer will serve as well as our own, mainly because our software and
data won’t be on a single PC or office server—it will be on the Web. Put
another way, the Web will be your hard disk.

After a few years of more sloganeering than progress, several forces are
coming together to make the Web your office. First, computers with
Internet access are turning up everywhere, from airport lounges to hotel
rooms. And some of the companies now outfitting hotel rooms with PCs
hope to do the same for airplane and train seatbacks, including Microsoft?,
Corel®, and Sun?%, say they intend to make their word processors,
spreadsheets?®, and data-bases available for “rent,” rather than purchase,
via the Web. There’ll be room for your data on these Web offices too. The
upshot is you’ll be able to get at your software and your files whenever and
wherever there’s an Internet link.

An integrated Internet will go far beyond our computers. Think
Internet, and you think computers. But soon, you may think microwave
ovens and treadmills? too. As computer chips go into more of our everyday
appliances, many companies will take the next step and link their products
to the Web so they can fix or expand them from afar?’, or have them talk to
one another.

In a microwave, Internet access can mean downloading recipes and
cooking times to an oven. On a treadmill, it can mean comparing results or
even competing against other stationary runners who might be exercising
thousands of miles from you. Similarly, video game machines linked to the
Web let you wreak mayhem? on unseen opponents. Such capabilities will
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soon be extended to other types of devices, and with more sophistication.

Anytime you hop into the car, the Web will accompany you. IBM* and
Siemens®® have teamed up to produce a “network vehicle” concept car.
Siemens is developing software that will use speech recognition to find
Web pages as you drive and then read them aloud to you.

A media-friendly Internet will let us conquer time and space. One
of the long-standing promises of a more technologically sophisticated
world is the ability to hear and see each other as we communicate. But the
picture phone has been mostly a perpetual prototype to date, with only a few
underperforming products actually making it to market. Videoconferencing®
gear has brought the same concept to many businesses, but at high prices
with limited access. A broadband™ Internet that easily transports full-color,
full-motion, full-screen images will usher in a new video and personal
communications era. Everything from digital home movies to Hollywood
movies might be easily moved among PCs, TVs, and other screens.
Interactive TV** might take on new meaning as well, with Web connections
between broadcasters and viewers perhaps enabling you to create your own
TV content and schedule.

A three-dimensional Internet will transport us to virtual worlds.
Everyone can go to the zoo. Not everyone can go on an African safari*. But
the virtual world realism of an Internet imbued® with 3-D imagery might
bridge that gap in ways no book or documentary can.

You can see some 3-D images on the Web now, particularly on real
estate sites that offer virtual walk-throughs and shopping sites that let you
see and manipulate the items you’d like to buy. But these are fairly low-
resolution images that take too long to download and view. In retrospect,
however, they’ll prove to be the crude beginnings of Web sites that can offer
photorealistic images or movie-like scenes that offer eerily accurate 3-D
simulations of actual or imaginary settings, and make you feel you are in the
middle of the action—without special 3-D glasses. MetaCreations® and
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others are working on improved 3-D Web techniques that work well even
over low-speed links, and some companies are experimenting with curved
or “wrap-around” displays that could someday become the norm rather
than the flat-faced screens we use today.

With better 3-D technologies, the Web might come alive in ways we
could barely imagine before. Virtual visits and vacations could become
commonplace, and virtual games and sporting competitions could rival the
real thing. Online shopping will closely resemble walking through store
aisles and departments.

An atomic-scale net will make your technology disappeatr. Personal
computers? Handheld organizers? Cellular phones? E-mail pagers? Your
children know what these are but there’s a good chance your grandchildren
may not. The notion that you need a piece of hardware in your hands or on
your hip to get at your messages or favorite sites could seem quaint to future
generations, thanks to miniaturizing technology that promises to make the
Web disappear even as it expands.

Far from being finished, the downsizing of digital gear has just begun.
Researchers at labs around the country are creating prototype computer
circuits on atomic or molecular levels—a rapidly emerging field known as
nanotechnology®’. Hewiett-Packard? researchers, for instance, recently
demonstrated a working on-off switch (the most basic element in computer
circuits) that consisted of a single layer of molecules. Such achievements
pave the way for computers that are no bigger than dust particles or bacteria.
That, in turn, raises the foreseeable possibility that we could have mexpensive,
Web-ready computers embedded in our pens, our clothes, our eyeglasses...
and maybe ourselves.

Coupled with advances in key technologies such as voice recognition
and wireless transceivers, these invisible computers could give us easy
access to the Web (and phone or paging systems) without carrying anything
too bulky.
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